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My introduction to Social Media Monitoring (SMM) was in 2010, right after 
graduating from the National University of Singapore (NUS). I was looking 
for a job and found out that a reputable advertising agency was looking for an 
intern. Although a little disappointed that it was not an opening for a full-time 
job, I sent in my resume anyways and later got called for the interview. 
Interviewer (I): Are you good with powerpoint? Are you good at 
making a deck? 
 
Me (M): A deck? What’s that? 
 
I: A deck is a PowerPoint presentation. Are you good at it? Oh and you 
are okay with going back after office hours right? I am sure you 
know advertising and PR always end later one right? 
 
M: About the PowerPoint I am oklah. But I am sure I will get better 
with practice. And about going back late, I’m fine with that too. 
 
I: Ok that’s great! We’ll call, if you get the job. 
 
A few days later, the interviewer called telling me I got the internship and that 
the pay was SG$1,100. That was my unceremonious entry into the world of 
marketing, public relations (PR) and social media marketing. I interned in both 
the PR and social media marketing division of the agency. For the PR group, I 
was to come at about 8:00 am in the morning when everyone else came at 
10:00 am, I had to pick the daily newspaper and cut out the articles that 
mentioned our clients brand and/or topics which were important to our clients. 
After that was over, all I mainly did for the rest of the day was to use the 
SMM programme and search online sites for relevant posts on my clients. The 
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whole social media world was really new to me and already I was using a 
sophisticated tool to understand it. Who would have thought that they would 
pay people to surf the net! 
With the SMM programme, my job was to read all the keyword mentions that 
the programme picked up and ‘clean up’ those that were considered or not 
relevant. I also had to prepare the many presentation decks that the company 
had to use to present SMM results to their respective clients. I had to ensure 
they were coherent and looked good aesthetically. Both were time consuming 
and very tedious. After four months, I decided that that was not something I 
wanted to do and left for another job this time in a bigger advertising agency. 
There, I was hired as an intern and mainly carried out research work looking 
through articles to get insights, it was like doing a literature review, basically 
something which I was more familiar with and was enjoying doing. This 
continued till the boss who hired me got fired, I was barely two months into 
the job. The division I was working in was downsizing and they said that 
interns should look for an opening in the other departments of this advertising 
agency or just leave the agency altogether. I was not prepared to go so I asked 
around if the other departments needed anyone, found out that only two 
departments had opening for a full-time position, the finance department and 
the social media team in the PR Department. Needless to say, my experience 
with the SMM device came in handy as at that time not many people knew of 
about social media marketing much less SMM. Now coming back to NUS as a 
masters student thinking I have left the marketing world behind. I had initially 
thought of writing about politics in Singapore but here I am, writing about this 
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new technology (i.e. SMM), that very few outside marketing actually know of.  
And even if marketers know of SMM, they might not fully appreciate how 
they construct knowledge of the internet. Well ignorance is bliss I guess 
because I am sure if people knew that they were under surveillance online by 
companies and governments without their explicit permission for reasons very 
much to do with profit making, or how knowledge is actually constructed in 
these ‘laboratories’. I am sure they will pay more attention to what they write 
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‘Online’ has been touted to be the most popular methodology in market 
research and is valued to be in excess of US$6 billion. Within the context of 
this change in market research new sites of knowledge production, like market 
research agencies specializing in Social Media Monitoring (SMM) have 
recently emerged. Agencies offering SMM services thus presents the thesis 
with the rare opportunity to explore these new sites of knowledge production 
and technology in the making. Rather than only investigating the micro daily 
interactions of marketers in SMM to see how they produce knowledge, this 
paper will also look at the meso/macro level to understand what structures 
exist and give these constructions legitimacy. We will therefore look at the 
practice as well as the marketer. 
Two agencies offering SMM services are studied in detail: Tackle and 
Buzztology
1
. Using a variety of theoretical and conceptual tools taken from 
Science and Technology Studies (STS) specifically, Laboratory Studies, the 
thesis empirically documents how knowledge is produced and shaped in SMM 
research. It will also trace the construction of online market knowledge in an 
effort to explain how knowledge about something as abstract and new as the 
internet is constructed and represented. 
In keeping with the constructivist tradition in the field of STS, this 
ethnographic research is facilitated by closely looking at the interactions and 
relationships or networks that transpire in the daily lives of social media 
monitoring researchers to understand what part do social interactions and 
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 Not their real names. 
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negotiations between the actors play in the construction and legitimating of 
this knowledge and its producers. 
The thesis also analyses market research documents produced by these 
agencies to show how something as abstract and ubiquitous as the internet is 
captured by SMM tools and neatly represented for further referencing. Here, I 
delve into questions of what kind of authoritative knowledge is created from 
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Therefore God exists. 
Unable to dispute the relevance of the formula which they did not 
understand and unwilling to confess their ignorance, the literati accepted 
his argument." 





Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
The sociology of knowledge must concern itself with whatever 
passes for ‘knowledge’ in a society, regardless of the ultimate 
validity or invalidity (by whatever criteria) of such ‘knowledge’.  
And in so far as all human ‘knowledge’ is developed, 
transmitted and maintained in social situations, the sociology of 
knowledge must seek to understand the processes by which this 
is done in such a way that a taken for granted ‘reality’ congeals 
for the man on the street.  In other words, we contend that the 
sociology of knowledge is concerned with the analysis of social 
construction of reality. 
(Berger & Luckmann, 1966) 
 
At any given minute, millions of people around the world are sharing their 
thoughts, ideas, opinions and concerns on social media networking sites (e.g. 
forums, blogs, Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr).  This wealth of data freely 
available online is seen by marketers as an opportunity to capture/gather more 
insights for market intelligence purposes. 
Using social media monitoring (SMM) tools, which are essentially 
sophisticated online listening/monitoring programs designed to conduct 
customizable and targeted searches, marketers are now able to gather and 
collate copious amounts of information on things such as brands, people and 
competitors from social media sites. The SMM aggregates content from social 
media sites and allows for the measurement of various aspects of the content 
such as sentiments of posts online and the share of voice or basically the 




Unlike methods such as focus groups discussions and street surveys, SMM 
tools conduct research on the consumer in online spaces and present it in both 
quantitative and qualitative ways.  It collects and aggregates content that 
people post online, and is thus marketed as a more naturalistic research 
method for data collections.  This marks a movement from “Ask research to 
Listen research”2 (Discussed later in Chapter Four).  Furthermore, the use of 
scientific symbols and idioms to present conclusions from online data can be 
seen as a way to lend legitimacy and authority to this relatively new and 
therefore somewhat nebulous type of research.  The claim of science
3
 is 
perceived to be a more authoritative form of knowledge because of the belief 
that it is based on 'facts' which are observable and can be verified by evidence 
such as its utility in creating, for example, new technology and products 
(Yearley, 1988, p. 18).  Also, calculations can be seen to function as an ‘anti-
political’ device, in that, it reduces the space of possible political contestation 
(Barry & Slater, 2002, p. 181).  This raises questions of how and what kind of 
knowledge is created from social media monitoring, how this practice adds to 
and reconfigures the stock of existing knowledge on the ‘Consumer’ and the 
‘Market’, and what the beliefs and practices of these social media marketing 
experts are. 
                                                 
2
 Although ethical issues pertaining to SMM are not within the purview of this thesis, it would 
be a good subject to follow up on.  SMM raises questions on surveillance and consent for 
example as there is no consent request from the subjects whose posts they are mining and 
profiting from! 
3
 It must be made known here that none of my participants have claimed to be scientists or 
that their work is scientific. Having said so, their liberal use of scientific symbols such as 
graphs, tables and pie charts (inscriptions) and idioms which fill their final client reports might 
be seen to imply a different picture.   
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In this paper, I begin to address these questions using empirical research in the 
area and with support from my experiences working as a social media 
marketer in an international advertising agency. I first present SMM in the 
wider historical context of science and marketing showing how SMM is yet 
another research method in marketing that tries to make the seemingly 
unknowable and therefore dangerous new frontier of the internet knowable 
and tameable.  I will then proceed to bring the reader into the quasi-
laboratories of Tackle and Buzztology
4
 to introduce the actors and illustrate 
the organisational structures within which SMM exists.  It is within these 
quasi-laboratories that the social media researchers send out SMM crawlers as 
a way to probe the internet and gather data.  It is also within these spaces that 
the different actors negotiate and construct knowledge of the internet, its 
consumers and the market.  The reports that are created as a result of the 
processes map out the conversations of online consumers, their sentiments and 
suggest ways for the client to manoeuvre and make an ally out of this 
unpredictable entity.  However, the SMM reports also depict representations 
or re-presentations of the market, the consumers and brands which need to be 
unpacked to understand how online realities are being projected through these 
illustrations and statements. Because as Latour and Woolgar posit, “... [i]f 
reality is a consequence rather than the cause of this[fact] construction, this 
means that a scientist’s activity is directed, not toward ‘reality’, but toward 
these operations on statements” (1986, p. 237).  
                                                 
4
 Names of the companies have been changed. 
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This thesis is of particular importance to Science technology studies in terms 
outlined in Bijker et al(1987):  
Part of the task of the emerging field of technology studies in is the 
identification of research sites at which the complexity of the seamless web is 
manageable but which at the same time serve to capture key aspects of 
technological development (Bijker, 1987 cited in Simakova, 2013, p. 14). 
Although there are a number of studies on technological innovation in STS, it 
is rather interesting that SMM has been largely, if not completely, lacking 
ethnographic attention in STS thus far. This thesis fills in this gap by 
continuing the anti-essentialist premises in STS. It also adds to STS’s interest 
in the market also called the ‘market turn’. 
This thesis adopts a constructivist perspective and delineates how and what 
kind of knowledge about consumers and markets is socially constructed in 
SMM’s quasi-laboratories. It argues, that scientific terms, symbols and idioms, 
and other inscriptions such as diagrams and charts which appear throughout 
the SMM reports analysed and verbalised during presentations, are used by 
SMM marketers to lend legitimacy and confidence to their conclusions in a 
bid to stabilise the network between actors and create allies. The thesis will 
show that the new market SMM presents is not one which deals with the 
purchase and sale of goods and services within a geographical space but rather 
a digital realm represented by consumers’ opinions and sentiments. 
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1.1 Laboratory and Marketing Studies: Research background 
As the quote by Berger and Luckmann (1966) at the beginning of this paper 
suggests, knowledge is socially constructed. And as anthropologists have 
shown, there are many beliefs about morality, religion and gender that 
sometimes differ from one culture to another. Further, members of these 
groups seem to trust that those beliefs are very real explanations of how the 
world really is and act upon these beliefs. But how are these beliefs 
constructed and how do they become compelling to members of a particular 
society? Endeavouring to find the answers to these questions, according to the 
two authors, is the prime task of sociology (1966, p. 15).  I attempt to do so in 
the context of marketing, with an ethnography of one of its latest research 
methods. 
We shall see how the study of science moved from one that was interested in 
studying methods deemed ideal to understanding nature or science to one 
which looked at how scientific facts are actually constructed. Interestingly, we 
see the same pattern happening in market studies. This recent interest in 
studying the market amongst STS scholars is called the ‘market turn’. This has 
created the impetus for more scholars to critique the prescriptive ideas of how 
marketing should be done by adopting a more constructivist angle and 
exploring how marketing knowledge is created instead (Simakova, 2013). It is 
within this ‘turn’ in STS that this thesis places itself in. 
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1.1.1 Science Technology and Society (STS) and Laboratory Studies 
STS comprises of two broad research areas which differ on the empirical 
object of study (Lien, 1997). The first focuses on the social construction of 
scientific fact which is commonly referred to as laboratory studies and the 
other looks at the social construction of technology. While there exist obvious 
differences in terms of the empirical object of study one important feature of 
STS is that “STS looks to how things it studies are constructed” (Sismondo, 
2008, p. 13). Before exploring Laboratory Studies literature proper, it would 
be prudent here to show the scholastic context in which laboratory studies 
emerged from. 
The roots of STS can be traced back to the sociology of knowledge and 
philosophy of science. The two represented two opposing positions on 
knowledge and nature. Sociologists claimed that “our access to nature, as well 
as other minds, was inevitably filtered through our collective created forms of 
cognition and communication” while the other groups were interested in 
establishing empirical methods for understanding nature (Roosth & Silbey, 
2008, pp. 1-2). Karl Mannheim in his book Ideology and Utopia (1936) played 
a fundamental part in creating a new theory of knowledge which then greatly 
influenced the beginning of STS. Mannheim wanted a sociology that provided 
more than just positivist representations of numbers and statistics, he sought 
for a sociology which brought objective knowledge coupled with ‘authentic’ 
and lived experiences of people (Kaiser, 1998). Mannheim extended the 
concept of ideology and argued that all knowledge is developed from specific 
situations. This helped ground all knowledge making and knowledge claims. 
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According to Mannheim, the sociology of knowledge must therefore analyse 
all claims of knowledge to find their ultimate presuppositions, as well as the 
social and historical context from which it came from (Roosth & Silbey, 
2008). For the purposes of this thesis, the examination of the socio-historical 
context to the growth of SMM will be further examined in Chapter 2. 
In the 1940s, Merton critiqued Mannheim’s account of the sociology of 
knowledge for its failure to differentiate between different types of knowledge 
and for not pointing out the uniqueness of the norms and practices related to 
science. Merton’s work is considered to be one of the earliest systemic 
analysis in the sociology of science (Yearly, 2006). He posited that there were 
generally accepted norms in the scientific community which “possess a 
methodological rationale but they are binding, not only because they are 
procedurally efficient, but because they are believed right and good. They are 
moral as well as technical prescriptions” (Merton, 1973, p. 270). Following his 
functionalist bias, he looks at these norms as guiding scientific behaviour 
deemed appropriate. They are institutional guides which reward members of 
the community who follow it and sanction those who do not. He identifies four 
norms: universalism, communism, disinterestedness, and organized scepticism 
(Merton, 1942 cited in Sismondo, 2010).  
Interestingly, although Merton took on fellow sociologist Mannheim’s project, 
they have different conclusions. In fact, Merton’s conclusions were more in 
line with the conventional perspectives of science like the positivists, realists 
and falsificationists. Like Merton, the conventional perspectives mentioned 
hold the idea that standards or norms are key to the success and authority of 
8 
 
science (Sismondo, 2010, p. 8). For positivists, theories can be no more or less 
than the logical representation of data. Realists believe that sound methods 
form the basis of scientific progress. For falsificationists, scientists keep to a 
standard on which they have to reject theories in the face of opposing data. 
And for functionalists, norms are what govern scientific behaviour and 
attitudes. All these norms and standards are attempts to define what is it to be 
scientific, a way of determining between good and bad science. These are 
views of what ideal science is (Sismondo, 2010). Although the functionalist 
view of science was widely used till the 1960s, it was also thoroughly 
critiqued mainly for its failure to provide an accurate picture of scientific 
behaviour. This and other challenges to the functionalist perspective pushed 
STS towards more local and action oriented views. 
Thomas Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific Revolution (1962) would later lead the 
challenge on functionalist and other dominant philosophical perspectives of 
science by rejecting the formalist view with its normative stance. Kuhn argues 
that scientific communities are organised around ideas and practices and not 
ideals of behaviour and are not done to achieve an overarching goal like 
functionalists would say. He challenged the belief that science was the “very  
paradigm of rationality” (Knorr Cetina, 1995, p. 140). Instead, Kuhn focused 
on activities of and around scientific research. To Kuhn science is merely what 
scientists do (Sismondo, 2010, p. 12). He argues that scientific communities 
are organised around ideas and practices and not ideals of behaviour. Rather, 
they are organised from the ground up. The contributions of Kuhn to STS is a 
major one, he created the possibilities of exploring science in very different 
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ways. Kuhn paved the way for thinking about science in local terms rather 
than how it exemplifies scientific ideals and their contributions to progress 
(Sismondo, 2010). 
Kuhn’s work allowed for another major paradigm in the sociology of 
knowledge to emerge in the 1970s, the strong programme. Based in 
Edinburgh, these group of scholars wanted to look at the content of scientific 
knowledge is sociological terms. Bloor’s (1991) “four tenets” helps explain 
the programme for the sociology of scientific knowledge in a concise manner: 
1. It would be causal, that is, concerned with the conditions which bring about 
belief or states of knowledge. 
2. It would be impartial with respect to truth and falsity, rationality or 
irrationality, success or failure. Both sides of these dichotomies will require 
explanation. 
3. It would be symmetrical in its style of explanation. The same types of cause 
would explain, say, true and false beliefs. 
4. It would be reflexive. In principle, its patterns of explanation would have to 
be applicable to sociology itself. (1991, p. 5)   
The statements represent a commitment to naturalist explanations of scientific 
and knowledge, to investigating the causes of knowledge. So beliefs are seen 
as objects, and come about for reasons or causes, sociologist of knowledge are 
to understand these reasons or causes. When seen as objects, we now do not 
have to judge a belief as true or false, rational or irrational (Sismondo, 2010). 
In fact, now, true, false, rationality and irrationality can be subjects of study. 
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The strong programme was strong in insisting that all kinds knowledge should 
be treated equally, that for example, the approach to explaining religious 
beliefs should be same as the approach to explaining science (Yearly, 2006, 
pp. 21-22). The strong programme emphasised that beliefs should be judged 
true and false or rational and irrational using the same resources. This is 
methodological symmetry and is a reaction to the asymmetry shown in 
traditional history and philosophy of science explanations. That true beliefs 
require internal or rationalist explanations but false beliefs require external or 
social explanations (Sismondo, 2010, p. 48). Thus since, amongst other things, 
political pressure and ideology are often used to explain beliefs thought false, 
they should also be used to explain beliefs perceived to be true. The strong 
programme thus provided the argument that STS scholars can research the 
content of science and technology in social and cultural term, a foundational 
aspect of STS. And much like what Mannheim did in examining social or 
cultural knowledge, the strong programme applies the same intensive 
examination of how knowledge is constructed in science. Providing an 
accurate analysis of how scientific knowledge was constructed required a new 
methodology to study scientific activity. This marked the beginning of 
laboratory studies.  
Before laboratory studies which appeared in the 1970s, philosophers were 
more focused on “the context of justification” and neglected the context of 
knowledge production which is also called “the context of discovery”. 
Historians often defined issues of scientific content as “questions in the history 
of ideas detached from local settings” (Knorr Cetina, 1995, p. 141). The 
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process of knowledge production in these laboratories were yet to be explored 
before the 1970s making laboratory studies a whole new field of study. 
The constructivist STS approach shares much in common with the 
phenomenological tradition of Berger and Luckman (1966) in the sociology of 
knowledge. In fact, the phrase “social construction” was taken from their book 
The Social Construction of Reality (1966). Berger and Luckman were 
interested in social reality, the institutions and structures which came about as 
a result of actions and attitudes. They argue that social reality is a product of a 
result of a large enough group of people believing and acting as if they were 
real (Sismondo, 2010). That “Knowledge about society is thus a realization in 
the double sense of the word, in the sense of apprehending the objectivated 
social reality, and in the sense of ongoing producing this reality” (Berger & 
Luckmann, 1966, p. 62). And that features of the social world become 
independent because we are unable to “wish them away” (Berger & 
Luckmann, 1966, p. 1 cited in Sismondo, 2010, p. 59). Gender is an excellent 
example of this. Gender is considered to be ‘real’ because it is difficult for us 
to not take account of it. Because we believe in it and act upon this belief, it 
becomes something that people have to deal with. That we treat others as 
gendered people although this knowledge is not something we are born with, 
that is, it is not merely given by nature. Differences in other cultures on how 
gender is perceived throughout history demonstrate this. So just as how Berger 
and Luckmann would study how gender is socially constructed, in STS, 
researchers study the processes of social construction of scientific knowledge 
and with it technology. 
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Just like gender, claims deemed scientific do not just get accepted, there is a 
process through which it becomes an accepted claim. Latour and Woolgar 
(1986) illustrate this when they chronicled the process of the statement that 
“TRF (Thyrotropin Releasing Factor) is Pyro-Glu-His-Pro-NH2”. They show 
how it was first deemed to be near nonsense to possible to false to possibly 
true to a solid fact (Latour & Woolgar, 1979 cited in Sismondo, 2010, p. 61). 
They show through how, through a process of negotiation between the 
different stakeholders, the notion which was thought of as near nonsense 
becomes universally accepted. So scientists, and not just science, construct 
facts.  
The main works of laboratory science which have influenced a generation of 
students of STS exploring fact factories to basically study how facts are made 
are Latour and Woolgar’s Laboratory Life (1986), Karin Knorr Cetina’s The 
Manufacture of Knowledge (1981), Michael Lynch’s Art and Artifact in 
Laboratory Science (1985) and Sharon Traweek’s Beamtimes and 
Lifetimes(1988). And while the type of scientists might differ between these 
scholars, the main basic question they share in common is, how facts are 
made? Or how the work done in laboratories give stability and legitimacy to 
claims till it becomes accepted as knowledge? 
The roots and inspiration of this thesis lie in the much celebrated ethnographic 
STS work of Latour and Woolgar (1986) and their invitation to open the 




To Latour, ‘facts’ come to be when the audience is so convinced about 
something that there is no debate about it and the processes which led to these 
conclusions or ‘facts’ are no longer visible (Latour & Woolgar, 1986, p. 76).  
Facts can thus be treated like a ‘black box’ which according to Latour, is 
anything “so firmly established that we can take its interior for granted” 
(Harman, 2009, p. 33).  Other than an undisputed scientific fact or report, a 
black box can be used to describe technology or a machine.  When a machine 
tames and makes allies with actors
5
 deemed unreliable, and appear as an 
organized and reliable whole, we can see this machine as a black box (see 
Chapter 2 for elaboration).  
Laboratory studies look at science as it is being made (Latour, 1987).  Finding 
out whether a fact is true or not is not the objective of the study, laboratory 
studies concern itself with the processes where facts are progressively created 
and made true.  The ethnographic approach is thus preferred as it allows the 
researcher to deconstruct the process and abstract the meanings the scientists 
and various other actors attach to it.  It does so by literally shadowing 
scientists as they conduct their day-to-day work in the labs and focusing on the 
moments of “scientific controversies” and “unfinished” knowledge (Knorr 
Cetina, 1995).  Its focus is thus firmly on knowledge production. 
It should be said here that although, laboratory studies may consider 
organisational variables, it differs from sociology of organisation studies set in 
science facilities because the latter does not concern itself with the work that 
scientist do. Studies in the sociology of scientific organisations look at 
                                                 
5
 Actors can refer to human and non-human elements. 
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organisational structure and performance as a precondition for scientific 
achievements and not how scientific facts were created.  
Another research direction in STS is on the social construction of 
technological and material artefacts (Lien, 1997).  Also taking a constructivist 
stance, it looks at unboxing the black box of machinery.  Just like in laboratory 
science, STS scholars studying technology look at how various groups of 
actors are mobilised to support a particular technical solution (Lien, 1997).  
Again, in both branches of STS the focus is on how the actors establish 
networks of alliances.  In Latourian terms, allies just like actors can be seen as 
humans and non-humans.  A technological solution is deemed a success when 
it has the ability to align and stabilise different forces so that it can function as 
one single unit, this is when it becomes a machine (Latour 1987).  Consider 
the ship as a machine.  Many technological features, such as the sail, are 
involved in its creation.  The wind might slow the ship down but with the 
addition of the sail, wind is instead changed into an ally.  From this 
perspective, we can see how the other parts of the ship changes other non-
human elements into human allies (will be elaborated upon in Chapter Two).  
This concept is useful to our study as it allows for me to look at the different 
actors as they attempt to turn many others into allies.  Hence, I could look at 
the social media analyst as he tries to create allies not only from his managing 
director, the consumer and the client but also the machine he uses, the SMM. 
The propensity of the SMM tool to gather enough data or posts may prove to 
be just as important or detrimental as the researchers’ ability to interpret it and 
create statements of knowledge. 
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I also look at the production of knowledge that comes as a result of the SMM 
studies.  Latour defines, knowledge as anything that allows a person to handle 
whatever s/he faces with the “familiarity of previous experiences” (Latour, 
1987, p. 219).  We can gain this familiarity not just by experiencing it 
ourselves but through others as well.  A map or a travel guidebook are 
examples of this gaining familiarity through others, gaining knowledge.  
Similarly, SMM reports speaking about what consumers say about the brand 
in online spaces and where these spaces are can be seen as providing 
knowledge of the online space.   However, just like an inexperienced captain 
sailing waters in which s/he has never sailed on before, a map might not be 
enough to warn the captain of the rocks that lay below.  The captain might 
need a quadrant to get advance warning.  But this would mean that the captain 
needs to know how to use the quadrant as well (Latour, 1987, p. 221).  
This is a helpful illustration as it shows two things: One, that the study of 
knowledge and its construction in any given place or space can be endless and 
we might end up not seeing the process and how many of these things are 
interwoven.  We need to “divide up the cloth that we want seamless in order to 
study it as we choose” (Latour, 1987, p. 223).  The second is that it allows for 
experts or guides to be involved in the navigating of the familiarity process.   
Here, it seems the SMM marketers attempt to show just how dangerous the 
murky waters of social media really is and in that instance create a space for 
themselves to be the expert guides in this new frontier.      
While Latour’s work has been highly influential in the field of science and 
technology, it has also had a “significant impact on contemporary material 
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culture studies” (Desroches & Marcoux, 2012, p. 163).   Lien’s (1997) work 
on the commodification of convenience food is an example of this.  Lien’s 
work extends Latour’s laboratory studies to the marketing department and is 
also a major influence to this thesis.  To unpack the social construction of 
scientific facts, these studies employ ethnographic methods and involve 
following the researchers around in their day-to-day practice.  
1.1.2 Marketing and the market 
Before continuing into discussions of marketing and the market, I would like 
to highlight the loose interchangeable use of the terms ‘advertising’ and 
‘marketing’ throughout the thesis. Here, I would like to point out that the 
delineation of advertising, public relations (PR) and marketing is beyond the 
scope and focus of this thesis.  I adopt the notion of the ‘marketing mix’.  The 
marketing mix merely groups together routine commercial functions such as 
pricing, retail distribution strategies packaging, PR, design, and advertising 
(Slater, 2012, p. 25).  As the social media marketing department generally 
cover a range of services, from online advertising to PR, this concept is rather 
helpful. Hence when the terms advertising or marketing or PR are mentioned, 
do view it as part of the same whole and not be concerned about their nuanced 
differences. What this thesis is interested in is about how knowledge is created 
in the marketing mix through the use of SMM. 
Marketing as defined by the American Marketing Association (AMA) is “the 
activity, set of institutions, and processes for creating, communicating, 
delivering, and exchanging offerings that have value for customers, clients, 
partners, and society at large” (AMA, 2013).  It is interesting to note here that 
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the two key concepts in the definition above, 1) Offerings like products and 
services; 2) Value are “outcomes of complex processes of cultural and social 
constructions” (Detlev Zwick & Cayla, 2012a, p. 4; also see Slater, 2002).  
What is even more interesting here is that the concept of the market is missing.  
This echoes the statement by Venkatesh, Peñaloza, and Firat (2006, p. 252) 
that in marketing, “paradoxically, the term market is everywhere and nowhere 
in our literature” which alludes to the fact that the concept is rarely looked into 
and analysed.  In fact, it seems that this problem of the absence of the market 
as a concept is as old as economics itself.  Take for example Je Cairns’s 
criticism of Adam Smith (1888, p. 100 cited in Lie, 1997, p. 342), for being 
“not clear … in what sense he [Smith] uses the word market …”.  Looking at 
some marketing reports written by SMM analysts, it would be very interesting 
to see how the market is defined and conceptualized through the eyes of the 
marketers (Discussed in Chapter 5). 
The dictionary definition of the market in orthodox economics is, “Generally, 
any context in which the sale and purchase of goods and services take place. 
There need be no physical entity corresponding to a market” (Pearce, 1986, p. 
263).  Also, marketing literature seems to suggest that the market is a  
“universal category of exchange relations, something immutable and natural 
rather than historically contingent and culturally constructed” (Detlev Zwick 
& Cayla, 2012a, p. 4).  
Yet, marketers cannot define a market or a competitor “except through 
extensive forms of cultural knowledge” (Slater, 2002a, p. 59).  The apt 





 illustrates this well. In short, The Indian Dairy Cooperative 
Amul introduced an ice-cream enriched with Isabgol husk, a natural laxative 
but was concerned about how to categorize the product. As the head of Amul’s 
ice-cream business said, “We do not want it to be perceived as a medicine. 
Rather, the consumer should view it as a regular vanilla or strawberry ice-
cream that additionally confers natural laxative benefits.” (Damodaran, 2002).  
To ensure that it is not demoted to the presumably less lucrative health market, 
they attempt to promote the product as a “health-cum-fun” food.  Also, 
according to influential business professor, C.K. Prahalad (2005), Amul had 
earlier introduced a very inexpensive ice-cream targeting poorer customers.  
The market for this was considered to be big not only because it was cheap but 
also because its milk content was nutritious for the poor (Prahalad, 2005, p. 
19).  This simple case shows how both marketers and marketing scholars seem 
to assume that the market is not only stable but also an objective entity even if 
their own actions try to influence or change it (Callon, Meadel, & 
Rabeharosoa, 1998; Detlev Zwick & Cayla, 2012a). 
We therefore need to look at marketing work as engagement in processes such 
as market research through which products and services are created, how 
customers attach meanings to it, and obtain economic value (Slater, 2002b). 
We need to see how it is and has been socially constructed by the main actors, 
the marketers. 
                                                 
6
 This example is from an article titled, Try Amul's Ice Cream And Be Relieved in the Hindu 
Business Line by Damodaran (2002). Story was first cited in Prahalad (2005). 
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As an anthropologist of the market, Dilley (1992) suggests that markets can be 
seen as a discourse, he describes it “As a displaced metaphor detached from its 
concrete referent, the term ‘market’ has become a pocket whose contents are 
defined in relation to the uses to which it is put” (Dilley, 1992, p.3). A 
conception echoed by Miller when he argued that studies of markets need to 
answer the question about how the actors use the frame of markets (Miller, 
2002 cited in Simakova, 2013, p. 10). Dilley adds to this by saying that “The 
notion of the market is attractive, compelling and irresistible as a metaphor 
since it offers a ready-made analytical device to suggest flux in the face of 
structural constraint and closure. Not only that, but because of the double 
image, it can itself be construed as an agent of structure, collectivity and 
equilibrium” (1992, p. 17). In short, the market functioning as a metaphor is of 
interest to Dilley’s approach (Simakova, 2013). This conception of the market 
and the study of it is of use to this thesis as the idea of the market as metaphor 
allows for understanding of how the market is spoken about as an outcome of 
marketing, in this case as an outcome of SMM marketers. 
1.1.3 Social science works on marketers 
There has been a growing interest in the study of markets in STS, also called 
market studies. Like the previous “turn to technology” (Woolgar, 1991), this 
interest in the market has been labelled the “market turn” (Mirowski & Nik-
Khah, 2007). The ‘turn’ attempts to apply earlier STS works for empirical 
studies of the market (Simakova, 2013). As Callon puts it, “The way we are 
now studying social sciences is only an extension of the work done on the 
natural sciences. It is simply the continuation of the anthropology of science, 
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but an anthropology of science which is concerned with economics in the 
broadest of sense of the term, including for example marketing and 
accountancy” (Callon cited in Barry & Slater, 2002, p. 285). This thesis offers 
an ethnographic account and exploration of the inner workings of SMM 
professionals to this emerging subject of study. The compilation of recent 
examples of social science investigations into marketing departments by 
Detlev Zwick and Cayla (2012b) make a big contribution to the thesis.  
Who are these marketers? Many have heard of the profession and definitely 
know the effect/products of their work in such activities as product design, 
packaging displays strategies, commercial architecture, branding and 
advertising and promotional campaigns. Although the work of marketers in 
our daily lives is highly visible (i.e. through their products like advertisements 
and billboards) and seems to affect us in various ways, little scholarship is 
directed at inspecting the beliefs and practices of advertising and marketing 
professionals, particularly in an organisational context. 
Also, comparing the large number of papers researching the inner life of 
consumers, there has been regretfully little effort in studying the growing 
“army of economic actors whose work it is to define markets and give shape to 
the consumer culture as we know it” (Detlev Zwick & Cayla, 2012a, p. 5). 
This was apparent when I searched Sociology of Consumption literature 
hoping to find papers on marketers based on the logic that, 
“[c]onsumption is shaped by consumers but also by marketers. As a 
consequence, if we want to fully understand consumption, we have to 




Following this, “if we really want to account for consumption…we 
need to supplement the study of consumers with the study of 
marketers…” (Cochoy, 2007 cited in Cochoy, 2012, p. 59, italicised in 
original).  
 
They are related through a “triangular relationship between consumer, 
marketers and a wide array of artifacts”, such as the products themselves 
(Cochoy, 2012, p. 60).  In other words, we need to add more to the study of 
consumption other than by primarily researching on consumers. We need to 
supplement it with the study of marketers, the very people who create 
knowledge of consumers. 
Only a limited but growing group of social scientists have begun to study the 
behaviour of this particular profession (for e.g. Applbaum, 2004; Elmer, 2004; 
Malefyt & Moeran, 2003).  These studies have attempted to make more visible 
the inner workings of marketing more in the context where consumers have 
become vastly more informed (Cook 2006).  These studies may be rich 
accounts of marketing and provide excellent theory and insight but they 
mainly rely on textual level of analysis rather than looking at marketing as a 
social process (Slater, 2002).  The social process is also termed, “process of 
qualification” (Callon, Meadel, & Rabeharosoa, 2002), where marketing is 
made to be seen as a series of cultural, economic, technical and institutional 
processes being contested and later given more stable forms. 
Take for example Applbaum’s (2004) work on marketing. Although this 
particular piece of work provides a historical analysis of marketing and their 
assumptions on consumers and consumption, it does so by mainly drawing on 
data from secondary data like textbooks and trade publications.  It did not 
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consider important institutional activities of marketing that depend on the 
coordinated efforts of other actors such as the clients, consumers and use of 
technological devices.  It looks at marketers as if they are confined and do 
solitary work.  To study the marketers we need to understand their institutional 
lived experiences, the daily negotiations and interactions they go through to do 
the work of marketing (Zwick and Cayla 2011: 7). 
In this respect, the recent works which critically analyses marketing using the 
ethnographic approach such as Araujo, H., and Spencer (2008); Cayla (2002); 
Grandclement and Gaglio (2012); Simakova and Neyland (2008), have 
attempted to make apparent the everyday marketing activities and process as it 
happens.  Just like Lien (1997), who looked at the processes involved in the 
commodification of food from an ethnographic viewpoint and thereby 
extending Latour’s work in laboratory studies (1987; 1986).  These studies 
illustrate marketing from the inside.    
This, thus, is precisely what my thesis intends to do.  My exploratory 
ethnographic piece will elicit ‘thick descriptions’ of the interactions and 
processes conducted in creating knowledge of social media using SMM. 
Of particular interest to this paper is Grandclement & Gaglio’s work (2012). 
Just like one of the goals of this thesis, the authors work positions itself 
“within two recent and converging bodies of literature: the ethnography of 
marketing and the sociology of markets” (Grandclement & Gaglio, 2012, p. 
89).  Also just like this thesis, they look at market research tools and devices.  
In their case, they analyse the focus group technique in marketing. 
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Grandclement and Gaglio (2012) asserts that focus groups remain one of the 
most popular ways marketers do consumer research today.  Through these 
focus groups, they try to step into the consumer’s shoes and get to see their 
target consumers “in the flesh” (2012, p. 87).  But as they mention, even in a 
technique as established as focus groups there are problems, such as the nature 
of data collection and measurement.  Knowledge here although generated 
through “complex technologies of investigations” is merely based on 
unquestioned opinions of the respondents (Lezaun, 2007, p. 147).  
Furthermore, its artificially controlled laboratory-like conditions make it at 
odds with other in-depth methods of naturalistic enquiry (Belk, 1991).  
Interestingly, SMM projects itself is not only a quantitative method but also a 
naturalistic way of understanding consumers online because it does not ask the 
consumer questions but ‘listens’ or monitors online behaviour through user 
generated content which the tool counts and generates quantitative figures 
from.  It thereby, positions itself with ethnographic and other in-depth and 
interpretive market research methods which are increasingly becoming the 
popular choice for doing market research (Cochoy, 2012, p. 59).  
Another interesting part of Grandclément and Gaglio’s (2011) article is 
showing how the creation of the consumer is a performative process based on 
“very choreographed, routinised processes that permit physically ‘convoking’ 
the consumer in the focus group facility and endowing her or him a character, 
specific features and expressive qualities” (2012, p. 89)7.  They are not really 
                                                 
7
 This is again similar to SMM, where SM analysts determine, group and calculate the 
sentiments of the opinions expressed online by consumers on a predetermined topic. Typically 
the sentiments are limited to three main ones, Positive, Neutral and Negative. 
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interested in the private lives of focus groups respondents as much as they are 
interested in fulfilling marketing and market research objectives.  This is also 
echoed in Lezaun (2007) study of focus groups. Lezaun conducted participant 
observations in focus groups conducted by marketing firms and claims that 
before the focus group happens the consumer persona is precisely defined and 
that all the researcher has to do in the focus group is to get the respondents to 
correspond to the consumer’s previously defined on paper persona.  In SMM, 
while the consumer is not pre-defined, the search terms the SM analysts inputs 
into the search field of the programme does in a way limit the type of 
responses gathered.  For example, if the analysts inputs the keywords, “NUS” 
and “Good”, what the tool will display are posts by online consumers which 
have those two words in it, thereby painting the online opinions of NUS as 
having more positive sentiments.  This will be elaborated in Chapter 4 and 5.  
The work of Grandclement and Gaglio (2012) adds another piece of literature 
to sociology of markets which looks at the empirical market and its connection 
with marketing theories (Callon, 1998). More specifically, it adds to the 
literature on how consumers are represented and personified in marketing. 
Moving closer to the advent of SMM, this idea of creating consumers is also 
seen in Pridmore and Lyon’s (2012) piece on marketers and their profiling 
techniques in digital databases.  They looked at digital databases and loyalty 
marketing programs and speak of the “glass consumer” whose identity is 
“fluidly connected to the sets of categories to which they are deemed to belong 
to” (2011, p. 115).  Again, this speaks of not only the idea of the creation of 
consumers but also the subjectivity in interpretation and the amount of clout 
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the marketer has in deciding what identities are given to which consumer. 
Furthermore, Pridmore and Lyon conceptualized marketing as “exemplar par 
excellence” of surveillance and gives an account of the processes the marketer 
goes through to produce digital profiles of consumers - showing again how the 
consumer is constructed in this assembling then using data gained from their 
recorded transactions. SMM can be seen as a form of surveillance as 
consumers are generally not aware of the sophisticated programmes designed 
specifically to monitor or ‘listen’ to or more accurately, eavesdrop on the 
chatter online.   
This is in-line with Zwick and Knott’s piece which conceptualises digital 
marketing as a modern form of panopticon (2009).  They argue that the 
panopticon that digital surveillance creates is not merely a means to 
“discipline or control consumption but to manufacture customers” (2009, p. 
224, emphasis in original) - that the vast amount of information that can be 
collected when the consumer uses their credit cards to purchase goods or when 
s/he fills up a lucky draw ticket with their personal information can be used as 
market intelligence data with a purpose of influencing/controlling/disciplining 
the market and/or the consumer for the purpose of maximizing profit.  But the 
creation of multiple profiles of consumers is also important as “valuable 
information commodities” (2009, p. 224). With these manufactured consumer 
profiles, marketers have the ability to find out not only about the expected 
conforming consumer behaviour but also the unexpected “non-conforming” 
consumers.  The latter group/s of consumers is seen by marketers as 
opportunities for market expansion.  Hence, the technology enables the 
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marketers to create new profiles of potential consumers and thereby create 
economic value.  This is similar to how SMM marketers speak of consumers 
with negative and neutral sentiments. They present these categories of 
consumers as opportunities for the client to take action and convert them to 
their cause.  The latter is represented by positive sentiment posts.  
However, my main criticism with regard to the recent work on marketers, 
especially about the articles in Zwick and Cayla's book (2011), is that there is 
still a focus on studying traditional research methods in marketing such as 
focus groups, surveys and ethnographic work.  It is fair to say that the internet 
and with it, Social Media, have changed the everyday lives of people all 
around the world and that companies are investing in understanding consumer 
behaviour as it relates to their online and offline selves
8
.  
From my literature search, while there are a number of papers on how to study 
people online, I could not find literature which study how knowledge is 
created about the people online.  For example, many speak of using the 
ethnographic approach to study people online, and this is popularly known as 
Netography (see Kozinets, 2010).  But these are methodological guide papers 
not work on how to study the approach and the people whose work it is to 
make the online known.  
                                                 
8
 I recently attended and presented at workshop for the CHI 2015 Conference in Seoul, South 
Korea (See Zainuddin, Johnson, & Sie, 2015). Participants included senior research 
representatives from Google, Yahoo, Facebook and even Boeing. The topic of discussion was 
titled Between the Lines: Reevaluating the Online/Offline Binary showing that these big multi-
nationals are investing money in studying consumers as related to their online/offline 





We could look to the marketers, who are already using sophisticated tools 
such as the SMM in order to study people online.  Unfortunately, there is 
almost a complete dearth of any ethnographic work on understanding how 
marketers use new research methods such as SMM despite it being a very 
common tool used by social media companies to construct knowledge.  This 
formed a major difficulty as I was hoping to learn from the successes and 
failures of other researchers who have studied it before to help me navigate 
through the topic.  The dearth of literature was especially difficult with regard 
to forming a coherent history of SMM as I could not find much literature that 
spoke of the rise of this monitoring device despite its popularity.  
Hence, I place this thesis as an exploratory piece to help expand on 
ethnographic studies on newer marketing research methods as they continue to 
construct knowledge.  Also, similar to Grandclement and Gaglio (2012), this 
thesis should add to the ‘market turn’ of STS and the converging studies of 
ethnography of marketing and sociology of markets. Just like previous works 
of STS, this thesis should also be seen as a critique of the normative approach 
to marketing. By adding another account on how knowledge of the market is 
created through the work of marketers, I hope to help move the understanding 
of marketing from looking at it as a set of prescriptive rules and norms for the 
achievement of ideal marketing knowledge to understanding how these 
knowledge is actually created.   
It must be stated again here that this paper is not about social media per se but 
about a current marketing research method, SMM. Hence, the paper will not 
go in-depth about what social media is and recent literature around it. It seeks 
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to illustrate the process of knowledge of how social media is constructed and 
represented and how this relates to concepts of the market, consumer and 
brand.  
1.2 Methodology: Data Collection 
The ethnographic analysis is based on the fieldwork of two Social Media 
Marketing agencies over a period of about six months: Tackle and Buzztology.  
Pseudonyms have been given to replace the names of the companies I visited, 
their clients and the research participants.  The research was conducted 
between the period of September 2012 and February 2013.   Additional data 
on selected cases and issues were gathered through occasional visits to and 
interviews with other SMM offices and marketers respectively.  They were 
conducted both in Singapore (Tackle, Alpha and BenVR) and Kuala Lumpur, 
Malaysia (Buzztology). Formal, semi-structured, in-depth and informal 
interviews were conducted with a total of 15 informants on multiple occasions. 
Upon approval, voice recorders were used during formal in-depth interview 
sessions. 
Gaining access to a community as a researcher can be quite challenging.  They 
can be suspicious of the researcher’s motives and even if access were granted, 
they may withhold real rapport. Also, politeness and formality may stifle 
conversations, and incessant questioning and the researchers gaze can get 
rather uncomfortable for informants.  In this aspect, I was lucky.  I was still in 
contact with many of my ex-colleagues who have since moved on to different 
SMM agencies but were willing to be my key informants (convenience 
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sampling).  These informants arranged to get me access to their offices and 
also got me in touch with other SMM marketers (snowball sampling).  The 
informants also provided me with SMM reports which they had created 
earlier. I would ask them to go through the reports as if I were a client.  Their 
help was crucial to this whole project. 
Practicing some self-reflexivity, I am fully aware that would be very 
challenging for others to get a chance to enter a field such as this and to secure 
the information I have. As a lot of the work of marketers deal with 
confidential information of their clients, there exist major barriers to this site 
of research. So although I hope that there will be others out there who are able 
to gain access to SMM agencies to study the work they do, till then my work 
stands as a privileged inscription of SMM waiting for others to build upon and 
add other layers of perspectives.   
As I used to work as an SM analyst, I was in the curious position of being both 
an insider and an outsider. Following Latour and Woolgar’s (1986) lead, the 
paper shall be ethnographic in nature and shall see me as a participant 
observer who will in detail present how facts are constructed in marketing 
through the use of the SMM tools.  This echoes Mills’ (1969) assertion that 
there exists a strong affinity between the researcher as a person and the type of 
topic he researches on.  This position might present special challenges for the 
researcher. 
My insider experience and position is slightly different from Latour’s work 
where he maintains a position of ‘anthropological strangeness’ because he 
feels that “the uncritical acceptance of the concepts and terminology used by 
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some scientists has the effect of enhancing rather than reducing the mystery 
which surrounds the doing of science.” (Latour & Woolgar, 1986, p. 29).  And 
critics argue that this process of experiencing a culture according to the 
researcher’s own context may make an analysis unclear (Gillespie, 1995, p. 
68).  
However, being a participant observer who is also an insider has a practical 
value – the researcher has access to informants and activities, and has a level 
of participation within a group that is important for a deeper understanding of 
it (Hodkinson, 2002, p. 5).  Also, the benefit of having been part of the culture 
myself allows me to be “in-the-know” about certain aspects of the field which 
other researchers might not have been so privileged to know and therefore not 
ask. This allows a “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) of the culture and 
attempts to provide an emic viewpoint (Anfara, Jr., M., & Mangione, 2002) 
from the marketer’s perspective. Adding to this, it must be said that even 
though I used to be a SM analyst and knew some of my informants, it would 
be inaccurate to say that I was truly an insider. The fieldwork was not 
conducted in my previous office; these places were new to me. This brought 
with it differing social and interactional contexts. So although I might have 
been familiar with the basics of SMM, prior to entering the field I was not 
familiar with the social and political context of the offices I explored so to that 
extent I was a stranger to the quasi-laboratories of these marketers.  
Recording and tracing how order is created from disorder or how a fact about 
the market or consumers is created using the social media monitoring tool as 
an inscription device would be one of the key focuses of the thesis. 
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I used the grounded theory approach to analyze and interpret my data.  First, I 
identified important categories in my data, with the aim of generating ideas 
and theories about market knowledge formation and market representation 
grounded in the data.  I also kept a research diary of fieldnotes, interview 
transcripts and other artefacts from the field such as the social media research 
reports.  I coded these to identify descriptive categories that will in turn, be 
compared for similarities and differences.  Then, I constructed research 
categories at the conceptual and interpretative level, and relooked at my data 
as I expanded on the analysed concepts. 
For the first three months of my research, I actually spent three days a week 
being in the office of the first market research company, Tackle.  Each day I 
followed their normal office hours of 10am to 6pm.  This involved a lot of 
interaction with the marketers and therefore participate observation.  At the 
end of those three months, I spent another three months in the office of 
another company, Buzztology.  When time allowed me, I interviewed and 
visited other marketers from other social media companies, and carried out 
both in-depth, semi-structured interviews. 
A major logistical issue would be due to the fact that social media analysts can 
log in to their system’s platform on the internet, on any laptop and from 
anywhere they wanted. This ease of access allows them the convenience of 
working from home which was out of bounds for me. Another problem faced 
was that my informants were always ‘busy’ and impromptu ongoing 
interviews lasting more than about five minutes were not always welcomed.  
This flexibility of working space and inflexibility of working schedule meant 
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that as far as possible, I had to schedule my interviews and find out about their 
work schedules in advance to avoid not being able to observe them in situ at 
office or missing the chance to ask questions directly related to activities 
earlier observed.  
In both offices, I observed my informants as they went through the data 
collected by their SMM programme, and whenever I had the opportunity, I 
also got them to explain to me the process that they were going through.   I 
observed their daily routines and how the marketers interacted among 
themselves, whether it be during their lunch break or when they were 
discussing a project.  There were times when the informants who knew me 
would hesitate to show me certain SMM processes like how to use the 
programme and the meaning of terms, but I would remind them that they 
should regard me as a new student of SMM and to teach me how to use SMM 
from scratch.  I wanted to understand what these marketers do and the process 
in which knowledge was created. 
1.3 Prospectus 
Although there exists almost a complete dearth of academic literature that 
addresses the history of SMM, using books, newspaper articles, industry 
reports and papers written around the subject in Chapter Two, I attempt to 
contextualise the rise of SMM within the context of the scientisation of 
marketing and Public Relations.  It will introduce SMM and show how it is a 
Latourian machine constructed to tame the uncertain, that is the internet or 
more accurately in this context, social media. 
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Chapter Three introduces the setting, the quasi-laboratories of the different 
social media marketing agencies and the actors within it.  It is the thesis’ 
empirical introduction and serves to qualify the social media monitoring 
offices as quasi-laboratories.  The chapter will also illustrate the day to day 
activities of people in these quasi-laboratories and describe the inscription 
devices they use. 
Chapter Four is an empirical case study.  It will provide a chronological 
outline of events for one particular SMM campaign on a Singaporean food 
court brand, I-Makan. 
Here I will illustrate how the initial problem of insufficient data was dealt 
with, how the use of inscriptions like graphs and tables, and scientific idioms 
and symbols were used to lend more authority to the conclusions, how 
knowledge of social media consumers were constructed and how networks 
were being stabilised. 
The following chapter will focus on the main representations which are the 
market, brand and consumers.  These are the products of SMM. We are 
answering the question of what kind of new knowledge about the market (e.g. 
objective measurable, unstable), consumer (e.g. conversations defined as only 
positive, negative and neutral) and brand (e.g. a brand is the sum of all 
conversations empowering the consumer) it is producing.  The data used here 
will be from SMM final report documents and data from interviews. 
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Chapter 2 : The Creation of a New Science and SMM’s Place 
“any attempt to reduce [advertising’s] influence to a science is 
futile. Advertising must be studied from the relation of debit and 
credit so long as an advertiser is a businessman and not a 
dreamer.” 
   (Printers' Ink, 1903 cited in Schultze, 1982, p. 18) 
The above quote is one of many expressing an opposition to making 
advertising and thus marketing more scientific. To fully appreciate SMM we 
need to first situate it within a wider historical context of the marketing mix, 
specifically scientific marketing.  This chapter will illustrate the ‘scientisation 
of marketing’ for the purpose of lending more legitimacy to the work of 
marketers and giving the profession a more professional image.   It will also 
show how social media monitoring fits within this paradigm and is an 
extension of this.  
Adding to this, the constructivist approach to technological developments 
warrants a historical angle (Pinch & Bijker, 1987) and this section serves to 
answer that.  However, instead of showing how there were other different 
alternatives to the SMM tool
9
, I show how the SMM tool fits within the wider 
historical context of science and marketing.  This will show how SMM can be 
seen as almost a ‘natural’ progression as we enter well into the digital age.   
2.1 The Rise of Scientific Marketing 
Marketing and with it marketing agencies and departments are prime examples 
of places which are displaying the “modern struggle against ambivalence” 
(Bauman, 1991).  And roots of the obsession to measure and account for 
                                                 
9
 Mainly due to the fact that there is not a lot of resources documenting SMM's history. 
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practices in business, professionalising jobs and therefore creating certainty 
can be seen in a period of time known as the Progressive Era. This was 
between the late 19th and early 20th century. 
The Progressive Era was a time where amongst other things, businesses were 
looking for more efficient ways to reduce costs and uncertainty to increase 
profits, and so many turned to science to find these answers.  Taylorism with 
its scientific management claims and bureaucratisation is an excellent symbol 
for this period (Slater, 2012; Wiebe, 1967).  During this era there were “many 
crusades launched by a myriad of self-conscious occupational groups seeking 
to transform their business or craft into a profession” (Schultze, 1982, p. 17).  
Characteristics of professionalism are typically ethical codes, licensing or 
certification requirements and standardized instruction (Schultze, 1982).  Just 
like marketing marketers, many others turned to higher education for 
credentials and training for their craft.  A university education would elevate 
the status of their business, it would give it more authority, more legitimacy 
(Schultze, 1982).  Businesses were spending altogether a million dollars a year 
on advertising.  Many of them also wanted a more efficient way and reason to 
spend their money - something more in-line with their “risk adverse ... 
bureaucratic mentality and control” as opposed to "autonomous genius of wild 
creatives" (Slater, 2012, p. 30).  This set the scene and demand for scientific 
marketing, but the next pertinent question raised would be - who was going to 
supply it? 
In 1901, at the Agate Club of Chicago, psychology professor, Walter Dill 
Scott would formally begin the “cooperation between advertisers and 
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academicians” (Schultze, 1982, p. 17).  He gave many lectures at the Agate 
Club talking amongst other things about font size and colour, and how they 
related to attracting the attention of the intended audience (Applegate, 2012, p. 
161).  These lectures on the psychology of advertising would formally 
introduce what is now termed as “scientific marketing” to the world of 
academia and thereby challenged the academic view that applying principles 
of social science to business was inappropriate (Schultze, 1982).  He also 
wrote about 26 articles in the marketing magazine, Mahin Magazine about 
psychology and advertisements.  About 12 of these articles formed the basis 
for his 1903 book, The Theory of Advertising: A Simple Exposition of the 
Principles of Psychology in Their Relation to Successful Advertising 
(Applegate, 2012, p. 161).  And in the very next year he offered the course, 
Advance Experimental Psychology, which focused on the psychology of 
advertising showing how scientific marketing was slowly being accepted.  
Scott’s subsequent works on the “Psychology of Advertising” (1909, 1917) 
and efforts to push the application of psychological principles to the study of 
advertising became the main voice for “scientific advertising”.  This would 
later help secure his academic career as a founder of applied psychology at 
Northwestern University (Slater, 2012). 
Scott claimed that “the results of human choice can be foreknown by the 
statistician” and that psychologist could predict the “action of large groups of 
people.” “Businessman were told that once the psychologists perfected the 
models of consumer behaviour, advertising would be virtually risk free, and 
advertisers would become specialists essential in the inchoate industrial 
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nation” (Schultze, 1982, pp. 19-20).  Looking at his big claims, it would be 
understandable why marketers would want to be a follower of this school of 
thought.  He was basically saying to advertisers that by using his methods, 
making a profit from the public would be always guaranteed.  His legacy 
continued into the 1950s, when a great number of books on scientific 
advertising were written by him and other academics and new courses on the 
study of advertising started around the country.  This partnership and 
endorsement from the positivist discipline of psychology effectively gave 
advertising “as possessing a scientific psychological knowledge of how 
consumer minds work and how businesses might intervene in that working” 
(Slater, 2012, p. 27). 
This can even be seen today in popular works such as; Floyd Allport and the 
social self; and Maslow and the hierarchy of needs. Each promoted the cause 
for scientific advertising and presented it as the main way of getting market 
advantage (Slater, 2012).  If this were true, it would actually mean that these 
applied psychologists have found ways to manipulate market processes and 
render our ability to choose virtually null and void. 
Interestingly, this movement to make advertising a science was not without 
opposition.  Scott’s own instructor, Wilhelm Wundt, “cautioned him against 
the pernicious effects such research might have on the reputation of the 
scientific community” (Schultze, 1982, p. 18).  In 1912, when asked to 
comment on why there were not many universities who has a course on 
advertising, the then president of Cornell university, Jacob Gould replied in 
the trade magazine/journal Printers’ Ink that: 
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“My belief is that every profession and vocation which rests on science 
may properly find a place in a modern university. Hence at Cornell 
University we teach not only law and medicine but engineering and 
agriculture. At the basis of engineering lie mathematics and the 
physical sciences... If I do not see my way clear to a university course 
of instruction in advertising, it is because I do not believe the calling, 
however important or largely practiced, rests on exact science which 
can be taught in a university.” (Gould, 1912, p. 19) 
 
Tunstall (1964) take a strong stance on the scientific claims of marketing and 
argues that much of the scientific claims by agencies are false. He goes futher 
and says that much of the industry’s scientific language are merely re-
descriptions of existing marketing talk in a scientific idiom. He says that the 
claims have more to do with marketing than psychology. For example, a 
substantial part of Claude Hopkins’s influential book Scientific Advertising 
(2007 [first published in 1923]), was about pushing the idea of using 
returnable coupons in press ads as these would allow for a direct measurement 
of response and impact.  It is hard to describe this as scientific especially when 
we put this in the context of the fact that media measurement was historically 
always present in advertising (Slater, 2012). 
This idea of being able to measure and 'know' the market and the consumer 
seems to echo Weberian ideas of instrumental rationality. According to Weber 
(1958), rationalisation is recognised as a central feature of modernity. Of 
importance here is the emergence of a form of rationality, which Weber called 
‘instrumental rationality’.  This need to measure and ‘know’ was common 
between capitalists and scientists alike and would account for instrumental 
rationality’s dominance in industrialized societies.  Instrumental rationality is 
seen as a paradigm governed by the principles of cause and effect and this 
39 
 
attitude, embodied by modern science, promotes the questioning of all that is 
unquestionable and the knowing of all that is unknowable. Following this 
process of rationalisation was the emergence of a “new type of person … the 
specialists, the technical experts” (Cited in Clegg, 1994). By providing the 
‘competitive edge’, these specialised personnel became “key resources” in the 
context of rapid globalisation and economic instability (Reich, 1991).  Their 
presumed highly specialized knowledge and skills in helping to ensure the 
sustainability and therefore survival of businesses becomes absolutely central 
to the capitalist cause (Pittigrew & Whipp, 1992). Marketers and market 
researchers are a part of this new group of specialists. Although it has been 
said that sociology played a role in shaping marketing by locating the 
consumer within a wider historical and institutional structure  (Jonassen, 
1959), as can be seen from this section, these market specialists predominantly 
came from and/or were influenced by the field of psychology. 
In the 1950s and 1960s, influential market researchers trained in psychology 
such as Sidney Levy and management theorist, Peter Drucker argued that 
companies should produce what consumers actually want instead of making 
consumers want what the company produced (Pridmore  & Zwick, 2011).  
Linking to this, another influential scholar, Philip Kotler argued that getting 
‘customer satisfaction’ necessitated the channeling of all resources of the firm 
into finding out and meeting what consumers want in a specific context.  For 
Kotler, marketing was to adopt an ‘applied behavioral science’  (Kotler, 1972, 
p. 46).  All else including production should be subordinate to finding out 
what consumers wanted (Kotler, 1972).  This change in the dominant view is 
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said to have given birth to a new justification for intensified consumer 
surveillance that dominates contemporary marketing discourse, namely that 
market research is central to knowing and providing what consumers want 
(Pridmore  & Zwick, 2011, p. 270).  
The placing of the consumer at the center of the business’s production 
activities gave birth to the need for in-depth consumer knowledge and thus an 
entirely new study, consumer research arose (Grandclement & Gaglio, 2012, 
p. 87).  From this perspective, intense consumer research is akin to providing 
an important public service because making consumers happy with products 
they desire now depends on the best possible intelligence about those same 
consumers (Applebaum cited in Pridmore  & Zwick, 2011, p. 270).  A reason 
why perhaps marketing represents itself in a scientific kind of way is because 
it would be very hard for these market researchers to prove that these research 
methods actually sell, that for example, advertising sells.  Hence, the best 
alternative position to take seemed to be to appeal to scientific principles, 
techniques and philosophies in order to give authority to knowledge they 
essentially sell (Bensman, 1970). 
Thus, the consumer now has become the centre of marketing inquiry and 
research, even if it meant covert surveillance was largely perceived to be the 
only way of “knowing” what they wanted.  But in the 1960s the internet got 
invented and about few decades later millions of blogs started to appear. How 
will businesses understand what consumers want in this new digital age? 
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2.2 Enter Social Media Monitoring 
“I do not know the exact history of social media monitoring but 
the technology seems to come from RSS newsfeeds and is very 
related to public relations (PR).  Last time, we would monitor 
the media like read newspapers and make press clippings for PR 
agencies.  Now with the internet it is impossible to read 
everything, we need machines to gather the information online.  
But with technology comes other layers of information like 
when it was written, where it was written and other 
demographics and the technology also allows us to compile so 
much data and help churn out graphs.”  
Edward, BenVR, CEO 
 
As the CEO of a leading social media monitoring company in Singapore 
suggests in the quote above, despite almost all businesses having either an in-
house social media team equipped with SMM capabilities or a third party 
vendor doing it, no SMM marketer interviewed could tell me how SMM 
began.  In fact, very little has been written about this as well, which proved to 
be the main challenge for this chapter. 
Within the context of scientific marketing, I trace the rise of SMM and show 
how just like in Walter Dill Scott’s time, there was a demand to make the 
unknown seemingly knowable; to somehow measure, manage and represent 
the millions upon millions of consumers on the web. 
SMM successfully answered this call to tame the unknown and as mentioned 
above, is used widely by businesses, government bodies and other institutions.  
According to Latour, a technological solution is successful when it has the 
ability to align different forces so they come to act together as one, in the 
manner of a machine.  And a machine according to Latour, is “a machination, 
a stratagem, a kind of cunning, where borrowed forces keep one another in 
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check so that none can fly apart from the group” (Latour, 2003, p. 129).  
Machines are thus examples of stable alliances. Latour used the example of a 
Portuguese ship designed in the late 15th century to illustrate the stable 
alliance of a machine. 
He said, 
“… the wood of which they were built and the way they were careened 
made them stronger than waves and tides . . . They acted as one 
element; they had become a clever machination to control the many 
forces that tried out their resistance. For instance, all sorts of wind 
directions, instead of slowing the ship down, were turned into allies by 
a unique combination of lateen and square rigs” (Latour, 2003, p. 221). 
 
To use Latour’s analogy, the internet is the new ocean and SMM is the 
machine that will help navigate and tame this unchartered territory for 
companies. 
2.2.1 Attack of the Blogs and Dell Hell 
The search for historical resources and articles written on SMM was a huge 
challenge. Berkman’s book, The Art of Strategic Listening (2008), practically 
a guidebook on SMM, proved to be useful in helping me piece together a 
historical narrative on SMM.  Not wanting to rely on this resource only, I 
turned to the one thing that most SMM marketers interviewed seem to agree 
on, that SMM was a modern outgrowth of a field that has been around for a 
long time - public relations (PR) and the press clipping industry.  Simply put, 
PR agencies need to know what the public and the media is saying about their 
clients and every morning, they read about what is in the media to see if 
anyone has said anything about their client.  And if for example, something 
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especially damning was said in the newspaper, they would need to craft an 
appropriate response fast and contain the problem.  This is called ‘reputation 
management’. This makes monitoring the media a very important part of PR 
work and one can understand why companies have PR agencies looking after 
and promoting their interests. The popularity of internet with its alert 
technologies, user-created blogs and social networking sites such as Facebook 
and Twitter would expand the realm of the media monitoring. 
During the 1990s, digital data became empowered globally by the internet. 
Internet subscribers of free and free-based news discovery services and later 
also by Google and Yahoo in the 2000s started receiving news and 
information alerts according to their preferences. These news services allowed 
users to be alerted to news that they were interested in.  Users would create 
keyword profiles to describe what kinds of news they wanted to be alerted to, 
and the service would scan news databases or individual sources on the 
internet.  Whenever a keyword matched, the user would be sent an alert with a 
headline and an abstract of the full text to the new items via their email.  
This is one of the key features of SMM tools. Marketers simply enters the 
keywords that they are interested to track and/or monitor and when the 
program successfully finds the terms entered, relevant information would get 
aggregated and stored on the platform to be viewed. 
By 2003, the viral practice of blogging began having an impact on many areas 
of public life including politics, business and many other aspects of the 
corporate world.  This was a new news source and furthermore, it was user-
created, meaning virtually anyone with an internet account could start a blog.  
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It was unending, with blogs linking other blogs in the “blogosphere”.  The 
more impactful blog entries would get picked up by specialised news services 
and trade journals, and eventually ended up in mainstream media.  Discussions 
taking place in the blogosphere were radically influencing the content of 
mainstream media and not merely its slant. 
Businesses were beginning to recognise that they could not afford to ignore 
powerful but negative blogs because these blogs were powerful enough to 
damage their business profits.  An often used example is what is called DELL 
HELL.  This event illustrated to businesses how damaging one single blog 
post can be.  It began with influential blogger, Jeff Jarvis of Buzzmachine.com 
writing long entries on his blog about his then negative ongoing experiences 
with his DELL PC and with the service he has been getting from DELL.  This 
gained enormous traction in the blogosphere with many anti-DELL entries 
being written.  It became so detrimental to the business, that CEO Michael 
Dell had to respond publically in the blogosphere to address the complaints.  
The CEO even agreed to being interviewed by Jarvis in a Bloomberg Business 
article call “DELL learns to listen” (Jarvis, 2007).  That, and the “Attack of 
the Blogs” cover story on Forbes magazine in (2005), which saw an 
illustration of a fist coming out of a PC screen and punching an executive, 
signalled and amplified the fear at that time (see appendix). 
In 2006, micro blogging site Twitter started and focused on real-time updates 
(Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy, & Silvestre, 2011).  The popularity of this 
form of user content grew and in 2011, more than 145 million users sent on 
average of 90 million tweets per day, each tweet consisting of 140 characters 
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or less (Madway, 2010).  Its impact on marketing, especially in terms of public 
relations was demonstrated in the case of US Airways Flight 1549.  This was 
when the plane landed safely on the Hudson River.  Before US Airways could 
even issue an official statement on the incident, a photograph taken by a 
bystander that was posted on his twitter account had gone viral.  The photo 
was picked up by major news organisations.  A cable news station, MSNBC, 
even interviewed the man who took it. Twitter users were also providing 
updates from the crash sites before New York Times could publish an online 
story about it.  It grew increasingly obvious that PR officials were no longer 
able to strategize before bad news reaches the media and public.  The public 
had the ability to reveal the bad news to the world and the role of the PR was 
now to react to these revelations.  Therefore, it became increasingly important 
to know what social media is saying about the brand, who is saying it and how 
influential the person is. 
In short, social media needed to be tamed.  With this, a new problem and 
demand was articulated by businesses - how do we keep track of what is being 
said about us and our competitors by people on the internet so we can manage 
our reputation and take action? 
Within a few years, the importance of companies paying attention to blogs 
manifested itself in the setting up of special departments to pay attention to the 
suddenly perceived vacuum in the corporate world.  Accordingly, a new 
industry was formed.  The business online news vendor, “FACTIVA” 
answered this call with its “Insight for Reputation” online monitoring product.  
It monitored conversations on blogs along with its standard monitoring of 
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online newspaper and journals that it was already offering to its clients.  
Moreover, now with blogs soon numbering in the millions, free to use search 
engines dedicated to searching the different blogs also started to appear.  The 
main search engine of the time was Technorati. Reddit, Digg and Delicious 
appeared soon after, and helped users and companies organize and aggregate 
content on social media based on what was trending and/or being bookmarked 
often. 
As the blog monitoring industry developed, new software was incorporated to 
differentiate one blog monitoring platform over the other. One popular 
software promised clients the digital equivalent of psychometrics for human. 
Vendors of this software promised that their SMM tools could tell their clients 
whether the comment emotion, tone or sentiment of the content was negative, 
positive or neutral.  This added a more humanistic feature to SMM. 
This emerging blog monitoring field continued to change and evolve.  In 
January 2006, Intelliseek, which had been the leader in the new field was 
acquired by a competitor, Buzzmetrics of the giant global media and 
information firm, Nielson, and thus became Nielsen Buzzmetrics.  The move 
by these major players signalled to analysts that social media monitoring was a 
legitimate player. 
Adding to this in 2006, leading technology analyst firm, Forrester Research, 
published a research report, titled “The Forrester Wave, Brand Monitoring”.  
This was the first of many industry reports by Forrester Research on SMM.  
That report analysed the competitive landscape of a handful of key blog-
monitoring companies together as one organized discipline (Berkman, 2008).  
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This helped officialise and further legitimize SMM.  It was an 
institutionalisation tool whose recommendations for the industry helped 




















 Chapter 3: Entering The Quasi-Laboratories 
According to Callon: 
“a laboratory is a place within which it may be possible for scientists to 
establish a distinction between facts about particular material objects 
and the complexity of the relations within which they are ordinarily 
entangled – that is, to disentangle a network.” 
(Barry & Slater, 2002, p. 182) 
 
Adopting Michel Callon’s definition, we can view the offices of the social 
media monitoring companies as laboratories. 
However, for the purpose of this thesis it would be more accurate to adopt 
Callon’s definition of “quasi-laboratories of calculation”, not only for the 
ambiguity suggested by the ‘quasi’ part of the term (perhaps unintended by 
Callon) but also as Callon says it is where the ‘scientists’, as represented by 
social media monitoring analysts in this thesis, deploy “a vast amount of 
resources, material devices, calculating instruments, personal relationships” 
(Barry & Slater, 2002, p. 182) in order to construct knowledge about the vast 
new territory, the web in the era of social media. 
The three quasi-laboratories that were documented during the course of this 
research were connected but are physically distant.  The first is the marketing 
agency in Singapore which provides SMM services, Tackle, the second, the 
SMM tool creator and provider, Buzztology headquartered in Singapore and 
the third, the Buzztology office which was in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia where 
the main SMM analysts worked.  There are many different ways these 
laboratories could work together and the following are two common scenarios: 
1. Tackle gets a client who wants to run an SMM project and 
subcontracts it to an SMM tool provider like Buzztology to do the 
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analysis and create the final report. This report will be presented to the 
client by Tackle. 
 
2. Buzztology provides Tackle with the social monitoring device, who 
uses it independently to run the social media monitoring project.  
Buzztology simply provides IT support to help Tackle use the SMM 
device. 
 
A scientist’s basic job is to make scientific texts filled with inscriptions like 
graphs, diagrams, photographs, maps, equations or tables and they “could not 
possibly achieve such a work of purification using their rational minds alone.” 
(Barry & Slater, 2002, p. 12).  They needed scientific instruments or in 
Latourian terms, ‘inscription devices’.  He defines these instruments as “any 
set-up, no matter what its size, nature and cost, that provides a visual display 
of any sort in a scientific text” (Latour, 1987, p. 68).  A most prized final 
scientific text would be in the form of a journal and the inscriptions within it 
serve as allies helping the scientist convince the audience that the arguments in 
the text represent ‘facts’ about their nature (Latour & Woolgar, 1986). 
Similarly, these social media monitoring analysts use inscription devices, such 
as SMM tools (free or paid), Microsoft PowerPoint and Excel to create 
inscriptions similar to scientists.  These devices also include diagrams, tables, 
pie-charts or maps which fill up reports often referred to as decks.  The use of 
these scientific looking inscriptions helps persuade their client of their social 
media claims about consumers, the market and brands.  They too are valuable 
allies of these researchers. 
50 
 
3.1 The SMM Labs 
Having provided a general overview of the work of the people in these quasi-
laboratories, the task now is to detail the work done by these scientists and 
their everyday lived experiences at work.  Some of the questions that come to 
mind when researching the offices were – What do these people do on a 
normal day?  What is the science in action here?  What are they talking about?  
Why is it so quiet? 
3.1.1 The Tackle Office 
Headquartered in Singapore, Tackle is a Marketing and PR agency which 
offers SMM monitoring and consulting as one of its services.  It is considered 
to be one of the most successful agencies in Asia.  In 2013, it merged with a 
London based agency and now shares its name with the latter. 
The Tackle office sits on a high floor in a building in the central business 
district of Singapore.  At the main entrance of the office there is a receptionist 
always present, registering visitors and receiving telephone calls.  Moving past 
the reception desk, there is a large rectangular table where the employees of 
the company sometimes sit to discuss work or eat. The walls are adorned with 
colourful posters and paintings. Facing the table is a rectangular conference 
room where the employees sometimes go to practice their presentations with 
their bosses, have office meetings or meet potential clients. To the right of this 
space is the pantry and to the left is the main working space for all the 
employees of Tackle (Figure 1).  Desks are arranged in rows and unlike many 
corporate offices there are no partitions between workers. 
51 
 
“We removed the partitions a long time ago. It’s a creative agency, we 
want people to talk and collaborate.”  
Jessica, Managing Director, 45. 
 
 
It is interesting to note however that other than the occasional songs being 
played from someone’s computer and the sound of keyboards clicking away, 
the office is rather quiet.  Especially at the Interaction’s Team's area where the 
workers are busy either surfing through social media sites
10
 or creating graphs 
from the data that the SMM tool gathers.  Also noted that despite what was 
said by Jessica, senior management, which include the Managing Director, 
Creative Director, Head of Finance and Head of Human Resource, all have 
larger spaces and sit in rooms separated from the others.  This spatial division 
creates an explicit show of hierarchy. 
 
Figure 1. The Tackle office floorplan 
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The office has about 40 workers who generally consider themselves extremely 
busy, making spontaneous interviews with them rather hard to do.  In fact, 
despite sitting in the same office, it is common for some to send meeting 
invites via email so that it gets recorded in their computer schedules.  If I 
wanted an interview I would need to inform the participant before, if not at 
least at the start of the work day.  I had to overcome this by sitting right next 
to the analysts as they did their work, observing what they were doing and 
requesting that they take me through it when possible. 
Seven of the 40 workers focus on social media related matters.  They are 
known as the Digital Interaction Team.  When asked why the team is named 
as such, Digital Interaction Strategist, Nathanial, 27 said, “Social Media is 
about interaction. It’s a two-way thing, like a conversation, a dialogue not a 
monologue.” 
Nathanial’s explanation is interesting as it sounded very much like how he and 
the team would talk to their clients about social media when they were trying 
to sell their services.  Another interesting fact about the team is that, they were 
all relatively young.  All of them were in their twenties, with the oldest being 
29 years old. 
“Interns are important because sometimes they are more in the know 
about social media and especially the language online. This helps with 
creating search keywords.” Nathanial 
 
Of the seven, two worked on a project which required SMM.  These are also 
the two who are most proficient in using the office’s main inscription device, 
the SMM tool.  The two workers are called Digital Interaction Analysts (also 
53 
 
referred to as analysts).  It is their job to create the different inscriptions, 
churning pie charts, graphs, tables and writing to support their claims in the 
deck to be used in client presentations.  Both the analysts sit beside the other 
and on their desks lay previous iterations of decks they created.  Just like the 
drafts of the scientists’ desks, these printed draft decks had “pages heavy with 
corrections, question marks and alterations” (Latour & Woolgar, 1986, p. 47).   
They were the main ‘scientists’ I followed in this quasi-lab.  Interestingly, 
barring the interns, analysts are at the bottom of the Interaction Team’s 
hierarchy.  They have no one who formally reports to them, the only people 
they can delegate tasks to are the interns whom they work closely with on 
projects.  The analysts answer to the digital interaction strategists who in turn 
answer to the managing director, who gives the final approval before it gets 
seen by the client. 
“We use SMM tools, analyse the data, create the deck reports and tell 
the strategists what consumers are talking about online.” 
 Jim, Interaction Analyst, 25 
 
 
There are three digital interaction strategists in the office and their main job is 
to work on other marketing related projects such as launching marketing 
campaigns for their clients on social media networking sites.  These marketing 
campaigns may use data from SMM but this is not often the case.  They use 
mainly SMM in these marketing campaigns to measure their success in terms 
of how much buzz their campaign has created. 
The last position in the SMM lab is the community manager.  The community 
manager’s job mainly involves engaging the community on the client’s SM 
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sites through posting pre-approved messages on social networking sites that 
the client is a member of like Facebook and Twitter and responding to 
comments that members of their community post on those pages.  Like social 
media marketers, community managers can be seen as a relatively new 
position in a marketing agency.  In fact, the Harvard Business Review once 
suggested for companies to “Fire Your Marketing Manager and Hire A 
Community Manager” (Armano, 2010) showing not only how new this job 
is but also how important Social Media is becoming for companies. 
The following is a description of the typical day-to-day activities of the people 
in office: 
I. Monitoring the news (through the compilation of press clippings) and 
reputation management 
Strictly speaking, monitoring the news and creating press clippings are 
not done by the SMM analysts and is not SMM monitoring per se.  It is, 
therefore, not the main focus of this thesis.  It does, however, bring to 
attention one of the main services and therefore, activities of the workers 
in the office in question.  This activity exemplifies part of the efforts of 
managing the risks posed by the media. 
Every morning, between 0800 hrs and 0930 hrs, interns, Mei, Jenny and 
Nora, all 23-years-old, reach the office.  There are stacks of various major 
local English and Chinese medium newspapers at the entrance of the 
office.    They enter the office with the newspaper in tow and place them 
on their desks.  Other than the cleaner and the interns, there is no one in 
55 
 
the office this early in the morning
11
.   Nora and Jenny start reading every 
page of the newspapers, scanning for articles that have mentioned their 
clients’ name and/or have a story related to their industry.  Due to their 
language abilities, Nora reads the English ones while Jenny, the Mandarin 
language publications.  Not all of their clients have requested for the news 
scanning service.  For the period I was there, the main client requiring this 
service was a government related agency that deals with the gaming 
industry.  Relevant articles are cut out, compiled and scanned.  The 
images are pasted in a word document template with the most relevant 
and pressing matters at the top of the page.  Each entry is accompanied by 
a few sentences on what the article is about, its source and whether it 
requires immediate attention. 
Mei, being the most senior of the interns, does not have to move around to 
scan and compile newspaper articles, she gets to sit at her desk and check 
the SMM programme on her computer for online articles or posting 
picked up by the programme. She would read through the given 
notifications starting with online news sites first, followed by blog entries 
and other micro-blogging platforms such as Twitter. As with the 
newspaper articles, the site address to the articles or entries on blogs and 
Twitter deemed to be relevant to the client are copied and pasted in word 
document template with the most important ones at the top of the page.  
Each link is accompanied by a few lines summarising the online article.  
Nora then proceeds to enter a set of pre-determined search keywords on 
                                                 
11
 Due to the long and late hours expected of the employees of the agency, working hours is 
rather flexible and although work officially starts at 0900hrs most come in at 1000hrs. 
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Google looking for other postings that the SMM programme failed to alert 
them to.  If she finds any, she would proceed with pasting it in the word 
document together with the other online articles deemed relevant. 
Both word documents are sent to Mei via email, who would then combine 
both the online and offline word document and send it to their manager. 
The PR Manager, Claire, 34, enters office at about 0845hrs and gets 
updates from the team on whether there are any pressing articles that the 
client needs to be alerted to.  Most of the time there are none (while I was 
there).  Claire would then skim through the entries in the word document 
and decide whether the client needs to be alerted to anything pressing.  
She would also edit the written parts accordingly.  At 0930 hrs, Claire 
sends the email with the word document containing the article entries 
attached to the client.  She would then contact the client by phone to 
inform them that the document has been sent and also, if there are any 
pressing issues that need to be addressed immediately. 
II. 10 a.m. Interaction Team enters the Office: What do analysts do all 
day? 
The interaction team enters office at around 10 a.m. and generally follows 
the same routine.  They first start their computers, and check and reply to 
their emails where necessary. This usually takes between 10 to 20 
minutes.  The strategists and community managers then move on to work 
on managing their campaigns.  Other than attending meetings, printing 
documents, going for lunch and visiting the toilets, a large part of their 
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day involves sitting in front of their computers.  This is more so for the 
analyst who generally do not meet clients. 
Unlike the scientist or geographer who does experiments on animals or 
chart maps in unknown parts of the globe, for the analyst, their field of 
inquiry is the internet. An inscription device should have “a direct 
relationship to the original substance” (Latour & Woolgar, 1986, p. 51), 
and so the method and instrument used to enter and sample the field is via 
the SMM tools which is accessed and hosted on the Internet. Without 
going into the very technical details of how the SMM tool actually works, 
which neither I or both the analysts fully understand (even after 
interviewing and observing backend IT support at Buzztology), here is 
how one analyst, Danial, 26, explains it: 
(a) Keywords to tell crawlers what to look out for 
“We enter a number of keywords into the search fields.  The keywords 
are the most important as it determines what results you get back, so 
usually that takes some time to figure out.  People use a different 
language online so on top of using the brand or product name, we also 
have to find out the words people use for the brand.  A simple example 
would be spelling ‘love’ as ‘luv’ or ‘credit cards’ as ‘CC’ so some 
research has to be done first to find out the keywords to use.  
Sometimes the client knows the words they use but sometimes they do 
not.  A good place to check is topic forums.  We also need to 
determine the date we are looking at; such as how far back we need to 
search and the duration the monitoring should take place.  Once 
keywords and date have been sorted out, the SMM Tool sends out 
crawlers into the internet to find those keywords and aggregates them.  
We sometimes find new keywords used by people in the Net and insert 
it into the keyword search.” 
 
 
The act of entering keywords entry into the search field of a search engine 
is not novel to say the least but the difference here is the use of the term 
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‘crawlers’ to describe the programme which scours the internet to retrieve 
specific content.  It is an apt term when placed beside the idea of the 
internet as a web. 
(b) Sorting out the data and getting the sentiment 
“The tool then helps to sort out the sentiments of these postings into 
the categories – positive, negative and neutral.  However, the machine 
is usually not very good at this.  It recognises certain words to be 
positive or negative and decides the sentiment.  Usually we have to 
read through everything and sort it out ourselves.  The interns help me 
with this. We also pick the posts which best represents our arguments.” 
 
 
The consumer here is characterised by basically three sentiments.  Besides 
creating the deck, the other activity that takes up the most time is actually 
reading through and sorting out the sometimes copious amount of data 
that the SMM tool has collected.  This is also an activity which requires a 
lot of interpretation about what the commenter is trying to communicate.  
Furthermore, posts on social media are typically short, like the 160-
character post or ‘tweet’ limit on Twitter.   Hence, here, the analysts and 
interns become the tool of evaluation.  They need to evaluate and make 
conclusions as to whether the post is ‘positive’, ‘neutral’ or ‘negative’ on 
the short posts.  They go through each post and attempt to make meaning 
from it.  Since social media monitoring is a listening tool, they are unable 
to ask the post creators about what their posts mean. 
When asked what is meant by ‘positive’, ‘neutral’ or ‘negative’, Danial 
says; 
“Basically, positive is when someone says something good about the 
client or product.  Like ‘I like KFC’.  Neutral is when it is fact-based 
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rather than expressing sentiment.  ‘I’m at KFC in Orchard’.  And 
negative is when he says something deemed to be bad like ‘I hate 
KFC’.  This is what I would tell the interns.” 
 
 
Depending on the topic and keywords used, the crawlers sometimes bring 
back from hundreds to thousands of posts to read through.  This means 
that the analyst and interns would have to be quick in determining the 
sentiment of the post to complete reading everything or as much of the 
data as possible.  The prized sentiments are negative sentiments because 
that helps convince clients that more needs to be done.  The crawlers may 
also bring back thousands of posts, which are all almost completely 
neutral and therefore not as valuable in creating an argument.  When there 
are not enough posts to create a good enough argument, the analyst uses 
Google as a fast means of searching for more posts. 
Furthermore, sometimes interpreting certain posts are not as easy, such as 
“I'm in the food court.  It’s hot.”   Without more context or information, it 
is difficult to really determine whether the statement is negative (a literal 
comment suggesting that being in the particular food court feels hot and 
uncomfortable) or positive (‘hot’ might be a colloquial term that means 
‘good’).  Also, the lack of context also means that the reasons for it being 
‘hot’ in the food court are also unclear (for it could be a hot day or that 
there is air-conditioning there that has broken down or that it is an 
overcrowded food court with poor ventilation).  Hence, every post 
collected has a link tagged on them for the user to follow and see where 
and what context it is responding to.  
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(c) Creating Inscriptions 
“Once this (sorting out) is done, the tool helps create a pie chart 
saying where most of these data is coming from, whether it be forums, 
twitter or blogs.  We can use it to compare the client’s products with 
competitors and get the 'share of voice'.  Basically, we want to know 
who the online consumers are talking about most.  We can find out 
what the main words used to describe the product are or word clouds. 
We can create a trend graph to see what are the hot topics are and 
during which dates.” Danial, continues. 
This is the part where the inscription device uses the data collected by the 
crawlers to generate inscriptions that will in turn be used in the final deck. 
But more than the usual share of voice and general breakdown of 
sentiments, the analyst would have to determine what each sentiment is 
mainly about. For example, if it is about an eatery, are the positive and/or 
negative sentiments about the food, environment or service?  The SMM 
tool does not help break down the sentiments into these topics, the analyst 
would have to determine that themselves.  Here, the PowerPoint becomes 
the inscription device and its graph buildings capabilities help create the 
inscriptions which are mainly, pie charts, tables and graphs.  The creation 
of the graphs and various ‘insights’, and forming a compelling argument 
in the final deck make up another time-consuming part of the process.  
This is when different iterations of the inscriptions and therefore, decks 
are created and when there are more discussions, especially between 
analysts and strategists.  Since the SMM tool collects both quantitative 
and qualitative data, the graphs that are created to present this data are 
thus supported with the ‘voices of the consumers’.  The tables of the 
analysts are littered with earlier versions of these deck and inscriptions 




Once the final deck is created and approved by the strategists, a meeting 
room is booked for the strategist to present the final version to the 
managing director.  They call these ‘rehearsals’, everything that the 
strategist does during this activity is inspected from not only the content 
that is presented, but also what words are used to present the argument 
and the actions used (e.g. hand gestures). 
Interestingly the brand or the tool like Buzztology or its competitor is 
never mentioned.  Instead, the emphasis is solely on the strategists and 
analysts. 
“We used to tell the client that we use a proprietary SMM tool but 
some clients would ask whether they could just purchase the tool and 
do it themselves.  It made it look like the tool does the work and we just 
report what it collects and present.  So we now emphasis the analysts 
and strategists, and not mention the SMM tool to show our value add.”  
Jessica 
 
3.1.2 Buzztology: The Social Media Monitoring Company 
Buzztology is an SMM start-up company which began in 2008 and is 
headquartered in Singapore.  It was founded by two Indian nationals, Jacob, 
33 and Ramesh, 32, who met while completing their MBAs in a Singapore-
based university.   They started the company after reading an article about 
Social Media Monitoring in a tech business magazine and felt that it was 
going to be a burgeoning industry responding to the needs of all types of 




“Not many people knew anything about social media monitoring then.  
Facebook just started and blogs were getting more and more popular.  More 
companies wanted to know what people were saying about them on social 
media sites and how to respond. We saw the success of Radiant6 and other 
companies and the gap in the Singapore Asian market and wanted to enter it.” 
Jacob 
During the time of writing this thesis, Buzztology was acquired in late 2013 by 
an Indian digital services network agency, which further shows both the 
growing interest in SMM and the company being a reputable choice for a 
sample company. 
Although headquartered in Singapore, the company has several offices in 
Asia, which include Malaysia, Philippines and India.   Interestingly, none of 
the social media analysts or as they call themselves, specialists, are in the 
Singapore office but in the other regional offices.  Research on Buzztology 
was mainly conducted in their Singapore office, although about a week was 
spent with their specialists in their Malaysian office where their analysts are. 
“Because we are all connected digitally our employees can work from 
anywhere. As long as there is internet, we can mainly communicate via email, 
phone and Skype.  In fact, we do not have to work in the office.” Jacob 
 
Singapore 
The Buzztology office Singapore shares their space with other small mainly 
technology businesses. All of them are in an office building situated in a 
business park on the western side of the island.  At the main entrance of the 
office, there is a reception desk without a receptionist.  The name on the board 
behind the desk is of another company.  The only evidence of Buzztology is a 
tall colourful banner with the company name in large fonts to the right of the 
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room.  To enter one would need to tap their access card on the reader next to 
the door.  Without a card the person would have to ring a doorbell and wait for 
one of the workers inside to allow them access.  There is no dedicated 
receptionist.  From the reception desk, the office opens to a large rectangular 
room filled with cubicles.  Each company has its own space, shares the 
different meeting rooms and a pantry. 
Buzztology occupies a small space within this office and has four workers – 
two software engineers, Dora and Andrew
12
, the CEO, Jacob and COO, 
Ramesh.  They sit facing each other with desk partitions (see Figure 2).   
 
Figure 2. Buzztology Singapore Office 
 
                                                 
12
 About two weeks into the research at the office, Hisham resigned leaving Melody was the 
only software engineer executive left in the Singapore office. 
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Rarely were all the staff congregated together in the room as the CEO and 
COO were mainly out meeting and presenting to potential and current clients 
while the software engineers would sometimes choose to work from home.  
The seat given to me in the office was not ideal for me to observe what the 
Buzztology were doing as I was too far from the workers and the different 
partitions served to block my view of their activities. (see Figure 3)  However, 
I did not find this a problem as I would sit beside the software engineers as 
they solved the backend problems and debugged various IT issues, and 
followed the CEO or COO as they conducted their meetings with potential 









Considering the fact that the company mainly deals with analysing what 
people are saying online, there is not much ‘buzz’ in the office.  It is usually 
quiet. 
I. A typical Day at Buzztology 
At about 10 a.m. software engineers would enter the office, they are 
usually the first to arrive.  On Dora’s desk there is usually a to-do list 
written the day before. The words ‘Server’, ‘Bugs’, ‘API’, ‘Results’ could 
be read, the rest were written in Tagalog.  She starts her laptop and logs-in 
to a backend IT support site.  The site is really plain looking and filled 
with IT language and computer commands.  It all looked very technical 
and not as visually appealing as their SMM site.  She checks for problems 
with the servers - she says she “kill(s) off” those with any problems.   
Problems with the server was just one of the many she has to solve on a 
daily basis.  Understanding the various problems was a challenge for me, 
despite having spent a lot of time with the software engineers trying to 
learn about them.  Nevertheless, observing them still provided me with 
the opportunity to see how the data looked like before it was turned into a 
more aesthetically pleasing interface (see Figure 4 - 5).   I observed how 
the disorder in the internet became coded and entered into an interface 














Figure 6. How data and post sentiments are represented on normal program interface. 
 
 
The software engineers also interacted with clients and other Buzztology 
employees when there are IT issues.  They also communicate via text 
messages on Skype with India. 
II. Meetings 
“They (Clients) just want that 20-page report.  They do not know what 




Ramesh reinforces the need in the industry and the uncertainty that social 




During meetings with potential clients, Ramesh would explain 
Buzztology’s capabilities and talk about how different it is from the rest.   
It is interesting to note here that unlike Tackle, the SMM tool itself is 
being pushed as the main product and not the people behind it like their 
analyst.   The focus is on the tool and its capabilities. 
Other than their relatively cheaper prices, their main difference is the fact 
that the tool allows for real-time monitoring and is able to understand 
other languages such as Malay, Bahasa Indonesia, Tagalog and Hindi on 
top of English.  Thus their clients can see their social media “buzz” in 
real-time as opposed to waiting for report after a few of weeks.  This 
demonstrates the importance for immediacy when receiving feedback 
from consumers about the product. 
“Unlike the rest, our real-time monitoring allows the client to see what 
is happening on social media with regard to their brand as it happens.  
This saves time as they do not have to wait for a report and analysis.  
They can do it themselves if they wanted to.  And if they want a more 
consultative service, we offer that too.  Some brands have this real-
time feature but do not have consultants to help interpret and advice.  
Many also can only collect English posts.  Others have consultants and 
do not allow clients to see the data as it happens.  Clients would have 




The visual layout of the data is also of crucial importance.  As shown 
earlier (Figure 4), it would not be easy or possible for a non-IT trained 
individual to understand the data presented on the screen.  Visual aids in 
the form of graphs and tables help the user make sense of the data 
presented.  “Looking through a numerical table takes a lot of mental 
effort, but information presented visually can be grasped in a few 
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seconds,” says The Economist in a special report on “The Data Deluge – 
And How to Handle It.” (The Economist, 2010, p. 13 Cited in Coopmans, 
2014, p. 37). 
During a meeting with a potential business partner, what was discussed 
was not the features of the SMM tool itself but instead data visualisation 
and the possibility of integrating it into their Business Intelligence (BI) 
dashboard offering.  With BI, a company manager would be able to see 
the significant and pertinent business data at a glance; from transactions 
of the month to whether their social media pages are doing well.  The data 
deluge that companies are facing has created the need for this sense-
making. 
During this meeting a puzzle cube was given to the potential business 
partner along with a business card to emphasise that Buzztology are able 
to solve the uncertainty that big data presents (see Figure. 7).  An apt 
parting gift to explain and emphasis the puzzle that is not only social 





Figure 7. A 3x3x4 Rubik's Cube puzzle given along with business cards at a meeting between 
Buzztology and by representatives of a business intelligence program company. 
 
Buzztology Malaysia 
The Malaysian Buzztology office is located in an office building on a hill in 
the upmarket area of Bangsar in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.  Although 
Buzztology has a room to themselves, they share the pantry and meeting 
rooms with other businesses on the same floor. In the room, the members of 
Buzztology, of which there are 10, sit on opposite sides of a big rectangular 
table. At the end of the room is a whiteboard with all the lists of clients and its 
respective tasks that needs to be done.  Time was mainly spent with the 
analyst. 
I. Typical day at Buzztology Malaysia 
At about 10am, the workers of Buzztology trickle into the office. Again, 
timing is flexible here and working from home is an option. The first half of 
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the day is abuzz with conversations on the telephone with clients and talk 
about what task is due.  Before lunch, the team has to prepare daily monitoring 
reports for some clients, one of which is for the CEO of a leading budget 
airline in the region and the report is fashioned to look like a page from a 
newspaper. Interestingly, there are no graphs on this report mainly stories 
which are cut from relevant sites and pasted on the page. 
The main person in the team which helps with creating inscriptions is the 
analyst and although his work of interpretation and analysis is crucial to the 
whole SMM project, just like in Tackle he is considered to be the lowest in 
terms of hierarchy. 
II. The analyst 
The main SMM part of the day usually happens after lunch. Here the analyst 
starts sifting through and ‘cleaning’ the posts collected by the crawlers to 
come up with more accurate sentiment ratings for each post.   But this is done 
in a fast fashion. Posts are in internet language and many in Malay and 
English combination. Again, the cleaning up of sentiments is a very tedious 
process and this is mainly due to the large amount of posts to be read. It 
involves reading through the sometimes thousands of posts, checking to see if 
the SMM tool accurately classified the sentiment and changing the 
classification if necessary. The analyst usually has a coffee beside him and it is 
normal to see him nodding off after a few hours of reading through the posts, 
most of which are neutral. 
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On one occasion, I saw that 1,247 entries matched the keyword search. the 
Malaysian analyst looked to me and lamented, “That’s just one client you 
know. I must clean up for four clients! Today is really going to be a long day 
bro, a lot to clean up!” 
“My eyes get really tired after staring at the screen and reading posts. 
And it sometimes gets a bit boring as many say nothing at all other 






The analysts’ task is to interpret the thousands of posts and ensure that the 
sentiment it is classified under is correct. It is a time consuming and tedious 
process. This shows again the importance of the analyst in interpreting the 
meaning of consumers online and a weakness of the sentiment tracker of the 
SMM tool. Once the data has been cleaned, a client like Tackle would be 
informed of the completed report ready to be exported to their deck. 
But before Tackle presents it to their client, their analyst would check the data 
again and clean it again if necessary. 
“They (Buzztology) supposedly clean the data up but perhaps they do 
it really fast or something, because there’s usually a lot of errors but 
still better than just relying on the tool itself.” 
Danial, Analyst, Tackle 
 
 
This chapter has presented an empirical introduction to the thesis and has 
shown that similar to the laboratories Latour has studied, the main work of the 
social media analysts in these Social Media quasi-laboratories is creating 
inscriptions. The scientific tool or inscription device is the SMM tool. 
                                                 
13
 Analysts at Buzztology are called Specialists but for the sake of uniformity, we will refer to 
them as analysts. 
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Interestingly, just like in Lien’s (1997) study, the analyst is the lowest in terms 
of the organizational hierarchy. This is even though they are the main ones 
cleaning and interpreting the data because the SMM tool is usually unable to 
accurately classify a post as positive, neutral or negative. This inability to 
always accurately judge whether a sentiment is ‘positive’, ‘negative’ or 
‘neutral’ is an example of when parts of interior of the black box (i.e. SMM) is 
being unboxed. That is to point that human emotions are complex to say the 
least and without being able to judge the context of what is being 
communicated, it is rather difficult to align this element.  
This chapter has introduced in thick description the setting in SMM tool exists 
and has given an overview of what the marketers practice in these places. It 
has illustrated how the analysts operate the SMM and the problems they face 
with this new tool for surveying the internet. And how SMM itself changes 
something that is messy to something that is made easier to understand (Figure 
4 - 6). It is now time to go deeper and study the processes in the offices of 





Chapter 4: SMM Case Study: Too much to know or too little to 
show? 
This chapter presents an empirical outline and analysis of a series of events 
referred to as the I-Makan
14
 Project.  It is a case study that exemplifies how 
knowledge about consumers and their opinions about I-Makan, a food court 
operator, is constructed with this relatively new market/consumer research 
technology, SMM. It shows how uncertainty changes to certainty as 
represented in a final report filled with many scientific idioms, symbols and 
terms and replete with problems encountered doubts and questions. It 
illustrates how the mess that is the internet is tamed and organised into a 50-
page report and presented as authoritative fact complete with the trappings of 
what one might think of as a scientific report. 
Here, the client, I-Makan had gone through a rebranding exercise. They thus 
wanted to understand what consumers online are saying about their food court 
brand. They chose Tackle to conduct the SMM campaign. The I-Makan 
Project was led by Tackle and started shortly before the start of my fieldwork 
period. I mainly missed the pitching stage, a stage where the agency would 
make a bid for the client’s patronage and understandably, was also not allowed 
to attend the final presentation to the client. Nevertheless, I was able to follow 
the project through from the keyword entry stage all the way to the completion 
of the report or deck.  
                                                 
14
 Pseudonym used here. Makan means eat in Malay. 
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The project provides an empirical example of the knowledge creation in the 
field of SMM. It thus offers an opportunity to explore the fruitfulness of 
analytical concepts derived from the constructionist’s approach. It shows how 
both quantitative and qualitative scientific terms, symbols and idioms, and 
other inscriptions are used to build more confidence in the results presented, 
especially when less than desirable data is collected as this case study will 
show. 
Here, I follow the people who work on the project the most - the interaction 
analysts, interns and strategists - as they gather more data using the SMM tool, 
create more inscriptions to build more certainty in the conclusions, and also 
gather more allies like the managing director and in the end the client, I-
Makan. 
4.1 Food in Singapore 
Before we proceed to examine the processes that gradually create online 
knowledge, it would be prudent here to have some form of context about food 
courts in general.  This is done to help the reader appreciate the issues that the 
client might be facing, and hence understand why they might want to 
understand their consumers and the internet.  
Hawker centres and coffee shops (known colloquially as Kopitiam in Chinese 
dialects and Kedai Kopi in Malay) are considered to be a “quintessential 
feature of Singapore’s public culture and everyday life” (Lai, 2010).  They 
house a wide variety of standalone food stalls in open air settings.  These 
eating spaces are found throughout the island, especially so in public housing 
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estates of Singapore in which about 85% of the country’s population live (Lai, 
2010).  They have to feed the population of Singapore with mainly local 
dishes at affordable prices since the post-1950 period.  Food courts which first 
began in Singapore with the opening of Picnic Food Court in 1985 at the now 
closed Scotts Shopping Centre (Gervais, 2014, p. 9), are much like the hawker 
centres and coffee shops.  The only marked difference being that instead of 
serving food in a hot and humid open air environment, food courts are mainly 
found in indoor plazas like malls, airports and parks, and serve their food in 
air-conditioned settings.  With the great many malls on the island, food courts 
are also considered to be a common dining hall for the Singapore population.  
In fact, so linked are the histories of coffee shops and hawker centres that 
some coffee shop owners went on to open successful food court businesses.  
Main examples of these include Pang Lim who from a kitchen helper at age of 
thirteen became the managing director of one of the biggest food court chains 
in Singapore, Koufu, and Lim Bee Huat who started working in coffee shops 
at nine-years-old and later started the Kopitiam chain of food courts and other 
eateries (Lai, 2010). 
By situating and associating the food court within the wider socio-historical 
context of hawker centres and coffee shops of Singapore, I hope to show just 
how important eating places like the food court is in Singapore’s context, its 
highly competitive nature and thereby the inherent public interest in the area. 
This is done to contextualise the worries of I-Makan and the public they are 




4.1.1 Rebranding Hawkers and Singapore: Politics of food 
Even at the very beginning of wanting to regulate hawkers, there was strong 
opposition from the hawker operators and from the public who sympathised 
with the cause of the hawker. 
Before hawkers operated in hawker centres, coffee shops and food courts, they 
would operate on the streets of Singapore unregulated.  Their activities were 
seen by the then colonial administration in pre-independent Singapore and 
later by the late Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew’s government as being a 
hazard to public order and health.  The unsanitary conditions in which the 
hawkers operated in and contributed to did not fit with the latter government’s 
campaign for a Clean and Green Singapore.  Hawkers needed to be controlled 
and regulated, and as Singapore was itself going through a change in the 
image it wanted to project and realised, the hawkers needed to be rebranded 
along with it.  This hawker rebranding exercise was not without opposition 
from the public. 
Even in the early days, the hawker trade provided employment to mainly those 
with low qualifications and gave working class labourers the choice of cheap 
food (Ghani, 2011).  Although it helped to ease unemployment and feed the 
relatively poor with nutrition for work, the colonial administration of that time 
felt that “there is undeniably a disposition among officials to regard the 
hawkers as primarily a public nuisance to be removed from the streets.”  They 
said that the “disorderly sprawl of hawkers, blocking up entire streets and with 
a jumble of goods in defiance of all order and reason.” (Ghani, 2011).  These 
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statement relate to the threat that hawkers posed to public health and order.  
Hawkers did not have a reputation of being hygienic and their less than 
sanitary practices with regard to food preparation and its by-products were 
linked with “cholera and typhoid” outbreaks and the increase of pests amongst 
other things.  Working on the streets, they would also block parts of roads and 
were a hindrance to traffic.  As a result, there was a push in the 1950s by the 
then colonial administration to regulate these hawkers through creating a 
licensing scheme. However, only an estimated third of the hawkers then 
signed up and there was strong resistance witnessed when the police tried to 
enforce the law on illegal unlicensed hawkers.  The hawkers were seen to be 
victims of the strong arm of the government and public opinion seemed to be 
on the side of these hawkers (Ghani, 2011).  Needless to say the licensing 
scheme of the colonial government was largely seen as a failure. 
Later, during post independent Singapore, the then prime minister, Lee Kuan 
Yew wanted to differentiate Singapore “from other Third World countries” 
and wanted to realise a “clean and green” Singapore (Ghani, 2011). The 
hawker situation was a major barrier to this vision.  Much like the reasons of 
the colonial administration, the government of the day saw the hawker 
situation as one that was not only seriously detrimental to public health and 
the environment but also to the image that the government wanted to project.  
The government believed that “improved environmental conditions would not 
only enhance the quality of life for Singaporeans and cultivate national pride, 
but also attract foreign investors and tourists to Singapore.” (Chia & Lim, 
2012).  Other than launching a string of campaigns on a national level to 
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encourage and project a clean Singapore or just forcing the hawkers to get 
licensed and abide by the health and safety rules, the government built hawker 
centres to relocate the hawkers from the streets.  This concerted method and 
effort proved to be more effective than the colonial one and in 1981 all 
hawkers were resettled (Ghani, 2011).  It was a highly sensitive affair as most 
of the hawkers relied on relatives to work as stall assistants. 
There was a huge demand for hawker licenses as it played a role in helping 
solve unemployment. To illustrate, the late Mr Lee Kuan Yew (2000) 
mentioned in his book, From Third World to First 1965-2000, 
“In the 1960s long queues would form at our ‘Meet the People’ sessions, 
clinics where ministers and MPs helped solved the problems of their 
constituents.  The unemployed, many accompanied by wives and children, 
would plead for jobs, taxi or hawker licences, or permission to sell food in 
tuckshops.  These were the human faces behind the unemployment statistics.  
Thousands would sell cooked food on pavements and streets in total disregard 
of traffic, health or other considerations.” (Lee, 2000 cited in Ghani, 2011, p. 
6) 
Hawkers of those times were mainly assisted by relatives and one could 
understand the perhaps sensitivities involved and inherent difficulty of trying 
to not only regulate them but also relocate the hawkers to different premises. 
A survey conducted in the mid-1970s suggested that only 12% of hawkers had 
“assistants who were not related to them” (Ghani, 2011).  The hawkers, “were 
never happy to be moved or to change their business.  This was a hazardous 
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political task which unless carefully and sympathetically handled would lose 
us votes in the next election.  A committee of officials and MPs whose 
constituencies were affected helped to limit the political fallout” (Lee, 2000 
cited in Ghani, 2011, p. 7). 
Today, even as Singapore boasts to being one of the riches countries in the 
world, the hawker centre, coffee shops and the air-conditioned food court still 
remains the undisputed daily dining hall for the now largely educated middle 
class, multi-ethnic population of Singapore.  Furthermore, with the number of 
malls in Singapore set to increase, of which most will contain at least one food 
court, it is no surprise that the food court business is one that is not only an 
attractive business venture to undertake but historically an area that is closely 
tied with public interests.  Thus, one can perhaps understand the worries of the 
food court brand with regard to public opinion. 
4.1.2 The Connected Island 
Adding to this is the fact that Singapore has an increasingly connected 
population, and one of the highest penetration rates in the region.  With SM 
use being so popular, perhaps we can understand why companies in Singapore 
might want to understand their online presence. Household access to 
computers in Singapore has been showing an increasing trend between 2003 
and 2013, with a 43% increase in homes with 2 or more computers. The use of 
broadband services in Singapore, the main use recently being the wireless 
broadband, has also showed a rapid increase of 47%.  Individual computer and 
Internet usage have showed a steady 19% increase between 2003 and 2012. 
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The social media sites or applications that have shown high usage in 
Singapore in 2014 include WhatsApp and Facebook.  WhatsApp has a 46% 
penetration rate while Facebook has a 36% penetration rate.  Microblogging 
sites such as Twitter and Instagram have a lower penetration rate of 15 and 14 
percentage respectively. These are comparable to other communication 
applications such as Skype, WeChat and Line.  It is important to note that 
most Internet users in Singapore use a multitude of social media websites and 
applications, and not just one.  Apart from instant messaging (e.g. WhatsApp, 
Line and WeChat), Singaporeans also read blogs and use other social 
networking sites such as Facebook and LinkedIn.  Singaporeans also use 
social media to purchase online goods.  With more businesses selling their 
products on Facebook and Instagram, online shopping has increased by 35% 
(IDA, 2012)
15
.  One might thus understand why I-Makan might want to 
understand the online voices. 
Thus, food courts can perhaps be seen as an area of high public interest. 
Couple this with a high internet penetration rate and the popularity of social 
media usage, one might be led to believe that there be a deluge of posts online 
about the food courts, enough to warrant the commissioning of a social media 
monitoring campaign to get a report on what the online public is saying. 
In the next section, I detail the stages in which knowledge of online public 
opinion is constructed using social media monitoring tools used by Tackle.  I 
will illustrate how, from something that was considered to be ambiguous at the 
                                                 
15
 All statistics in this section are from IDA Singapore and Statistics. Retrieved from: 
https://www.ida.gov.sg/~/media/Files/Infocomm%20Landscape/Technology/TechnologyRoa 
dmap/SocialMedia.pdf     
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start, turns into something certain as represented in the form of a report replete 
with the problems and negotiations that actors went through to create the 
report. 
4.2 The I-Makan Project: SMM Constructing Knowledge 
“For MTV’s World Stage in Malaysia, we saw that concert 
goers were complaining online about the lack of parking spaces. 
We reported this to the client and the following year, they made 
more parking areas available for the concerts goers.” 
Edward, BenVr, CEO 
The ultimate evaluation of a SMM report is when the client applies the 
information gained from the reports of these SMM providers like the example 
above given by the CEO of a well-known SMM company, BenVR.   However, 
when asked the sample size of the people who actually made that comment, he 
said it was only a few people.  This was enough to make the concert organisers 
make a change. The CEO said that they would often highlight the MTV case 
study in their decks to clients to show the impact of SMM report and garner 
support for the method. The case study can be seen as an ally in the Latourian 
sense (1988) for BenVR. Also, unlike the conclusions of scientific reports, 
SMM reports do not typically aim to get their conclusions published in 
prestigious academic research journal where they are peer-reviewed by other 
experts and in the process become hopefully a scientific fact. SMM reports are 
given to the client who commissioned the research and from interviews with 
SMM analysts, it is not always known what clients do with these reports. That 
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is, whether any action is taken at all with the new information they have 
received.  
As Ramesh of Buzztology says, “They just want that 20-page report. They do 
not know what to do with it, they just need it.” The MTV case study thus 
seems to be a prized rarity.   
SMM campaigns face typically similar problems of not getting a large enough 
sample size to say anything with certainty about a phenomenon. The stages 
where SMM analysts face problems such as small sample size can be seen as 
“moments of scientific controversies” (Knorr Cetina, 1995) and the ways in 
which these controversies are solved represent the “interpretive flexibility” 
that is commonly observed in STS works. 
However, as their typical initial pitch involve saying that many people online 
are having conversations about the client’s brand and that the brand should be 
a part of the conversation, they have set themselves up to be in a position to 
produce something that shows people are talking about the brand and its 
impact.  Simply stating after a campaign costing thousands of dollars of the 
clients’ money and that no one said anything important or that the sample size 
is way too small to be conclusive does not seem to be a viable option.  The 
case study below on I-Makan shows how Tackle deals with this uncertainty 
and construct knowledge of the online community in the quasi-laboratories of 
Tackle. 
For any particular project or campaign, support is needed from client as well 
as internal support from various stakeholders.  In Tackle’s case, this includes 
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the people that the interaction analysts have to report to before the report is 
considered to be worthy enough to reach the client.  They include the 
interaction strategists and the managing director.  The latter, however, has the 
final say as to whether the report is ready to be presented to the client.  The 
first few stages of the process represent stages of uncertainty, in which the 
search for data deemed useful is the main activity.  This can be seen as stages 
of interpretative flexibility, representing “temporary controversies concerning 
the characteristics of the product” (Lien, 1997, pp. 121-122).  The products in 
this case are the conclusions of the report itself.  Following Lien’s (1997) 
example, I will focus on such moments where knowledge is being negotiated 
and decisions legitimised allowing for a more linear and chronological outline 
of how knowledge of the internet is constructed. 
4.2.1 Stage 1: The “Standard” Project Plan: All Hands On Deck For The 
Project At Hand 
The project officially began in September 2012 when the client had signed the 
statement of work, which is a contract that typically states the details of the 
project such as the deliverables expected and the price.  The deliverable in this 
case was a report in the form of a presentation typically on PowerPoint; this is 
also referred to in marketing as the deck.  Although I was not given 
permission to view the statement of work document and know the agreed upon 
price of the project, the managing director explained that: 
“The project is a standard SMM campaign. I-Makan had rebranded 
themselves by, amongst other things, changing their logo. They just 
wanted to know what consumers online were saying about them in 




The basic objective was also written in later versions of their deck. 
i.e. 
Better understanding of the consumer’s conversations on “I-Makan” 




Figure 8. Mining Strategy Template Slide from Tackle's SMM Report Draft 
  
 
Being a “standard SMM campaign”, there was also a template for the project 
plan’s “strategic approach” with blank spaces marked by “?” to be filled in 
(see Figure 7).  In the template deck, there were slides that will always be a 
standard fixture in all decks, one of which is titled, “Social Media: Context of 





Figure 9. Slide used by SMM marketers would present to clients to show how social media is 
changing things 
 
When asked to explain what this slide is used for, Jim said that the slide tries 
to paint the current digital context and the need for a new digital method to 
understand it. That things are changing and consumers are going digital. It is 
meant to differentiates SMM from other conventional methods. To expand on 
Jim’s point, the slide makes the claim that SMM is the latest way to 
understand the consumers. This effectively creates an “othering” of the other 
methods such as focus groups and surveys, which are suggested to be older 
and no longer the best. 
This is nicely said in the apt statement “Ask research to listen research” 
(emphasis in original).  When I asked what this phrase meant, he said that the 
“Ask research” alludes to the interviewing method in focus groups and 
surveys and that,  
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“When you ask someone something it is not as natural as letting 
them speak when they want to on social media sites they are 
speaking all the time. We just need to know where they are 
speaking in and listen.” Jim. 
The “listen research” part therefore suggests that the advertising agency 
wants to associate social media monitoring with more naturalistic approaches 
such as the ethnographic mode of enquiry.  Interestingly, focus groups are 
considered popular because it is promoted as a way for brands to see their 
customers ‘in the flesh’ interacting with the goods and answering their 
questions.  Although ethnographers would disagree, focus groups are 
represented as being a naturalistic way of doing consumer research and that 
was its draw (Lezaun, 2007).  Now, social media monitoring is trying to 
represent itself as being naturalistic.  This idea of getting the ‘real objective’ 












That slide was followed by the “mining process” slide (see Figure 10): 
 
Figure 10. Insights Mining Process Slide 
 
“We show this slide to the client to shows that we have a method to doing this 
research and that there are a number of steps to take.” Jim 
Notice that this slide depicts an idealised linier picture of the steps to be taken 
in the research to get the information the client needs. There was no mention 
of contingencies or possible problems that might occur such as not having 
enough sample size. 
 The “?” in Figure 8 would be cleaned up and replaced with the necessary 
content. Those question marks are symbolic of the amount of uncertainties 
faced by the analysts at the start and acts as a guideline to what should be 
placed where. How they would really overcome these uncertainties would not 
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be present in the final draft of the report.  It would be necessary to state here 
again that this is something not peculiar to this particular SMM report or 
SMM reports in general but to all scientific research reports or journal articles 
as well (see Latour & Woolgar, 1986). 
Instead, what will be presented is a cleaned up report that suggests 
authoritative and objective knowledge of what consumers think about I-
Makan.  The "mining process" slide helps support confidence in the project's 
conclusions.  The slide projects a method, a standard procedure and some rigor 
behind SMM.  As Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison (1992) argue in relation 
to scientific illustrations, objectivity is constructed and assured in its 
procedures.  It follows that knowledge of the consumer becomes convincing 
not only because analysts directly read and collect actual comments off social 
networking sites, but also through the apparent rigour of the process involved 
and the authority of the analysts who use scientific research methods to get it - 
in short the authority of science itself. 
The main actors who will do the work of following these SMM research 
procedures would be the interaction analysts who are normally assisted by 
interns and their immediate superior the interaction strategist.  For the I-
Makan project, Jim was tasked to be the analyst and is to be assisted by two 
interns, Mei and Nora.  Choice of who gets to work on a project is normally 
determined on amount of workload they have at that time and/or the expertise 
in a particular area.  In this case, because the other analyst and strategists were 
too busy working on another SMM campaign, Jim and Nathanial, who had 
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relatively less work during that period of time were chosen to be the analyst 
and strategist respectively. 
Being a “standard SMM campaign”, Jim says that the managing director 
briefed him on what to do, 
“I was told that the client was I-Makan and that they wanted to 
know what was being said about them from September to April, 
so about a six-month period. It is a Singapore food court, so 
have to try to search for posts by Singaporeans. And luckily this 
brand is called I-Makan and not something generic like the other 
brand Toufu
16
, if not the programme would bring back 
thousands of mostly useless posts because people would use 
those words in normal speech. The programme is not smart 
enough to judge. And in the end I would have to clean up the 
posts.” Jim 
It is interesting to note how Jim’s experience with SMM studies has already 
informed him of the possible difficulties that lay ahead, that is the number of 
irrelevant posts that he will get because of the Toufu’s generic brand name.  
Other competition that the client identified to be included in the report were 
Toufu, K-Court, Kopi-C, FoodLion, Food 8 and Foodpolis
17
.  The competition 
suggests who in the food court market I-Makan is most threatened by and 
wants to compare itself to. 
After being briefed, Jim would have to prepare the main instrument for the 
study, the SMM tool.  To do this, another actor is called upon, the SMM 
service provider.  This is done through the phone and followed up with an 
                                                 
16
 The real name of I-Makan is not a very generic one which is a good thing for Jim as there 
would be a lower chance of collecting posts deemed irrelevant. On the other hand, its 
competitor named here as Toufu to reflect the generic nature of the original name, would have 
a much higher chance of engendering many more irrelevant posts thus giving more work to 
the analysts.  
17
 As the there are only a few main players in the food court market, all names of the 
competition have been changed to protect the identities of the brands. 
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email to tell them that the new campaign for I-Makan has been confirmed and 
to inform them of the topic areas the campaign is concerned with.  This would 
suggest to the provider where their web crawlers would go in search of 
relevant data.  In this case, since it is about food in Singapore, the SMM 
service provider mentions that other than the normal major social media sites 
like Twitter and YouTube, the web crawlers would target blogs catered to 
Singaporeans like Hardwarezone.com and other Singapore blogs on food.  It is 
interesting to note that nowhere throughout the presentation was it mentioned 
that only selected spaces of the internet would be mined.  Hence, just like a 
researcher, there is a site or sites where fieldwork is to be conducted within 
but unlike a research paper, this site or sites are not mentioned which might 
lead a layperson to assume that the entire internet is being mined for relevant 
data.  Now it is important to note here that even search engines such as Google 
or Yahoo are not able to search the entire internet.  In fact, about 90% of the 
internet is in an online space called the deep web and these search engines are 
unable to search those spaces.  Users who want to surf these spaces have to 
use a special bridging program to access it. 
4.2.2. Stage 2: SMM Keyword And Crawlers: Speaking The Language Of 
The Allies, Consumers: Beginning Of The Cycle Of Accumulation 
Once the plan has been agreed upon the SMM analyst, in this case, Jim, inputs 
all the keywords into the programme and waits for the programme to show the 
matching keyword results.  As conversations are supposed to be happening all 
the time, the analyst will input a cut-off date in the programme which will 
usually be about two weeks before the time they are supposed to present it.  
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The crawlers were to collect posts which matched the keywords within the 
given period from March 2012 to September 2012.  The data collected by the 
crawlers would be processed by the inscription device, the SMM tool, which 
would then create inscriptions in the form of graphs, pie charts and sentiments 
mapping how consumers feel online about the brand in question.  For I-
Makan, the consumer is the primary ally “whose interests and characteristics 
needs to be explored” to make their once unknown stand known and to ensure 
future alignment (Lien, 1997) with the I-Makan brand.  Similarly, the success 
of making the unknown consumer known will help ensure that I-Makan 
remain a primary ally of Tackle.  This makes the success of the campaign 
crucial, for during the duration of the SMM campaign I-Makan’s status as an 
ally is unknown. 
The sending out of crawlers to bring back data is done a number of times, each 
time with supposedly better keywords for the crawlers to collect and thereby 
presenting another version or map of the net.  These can be seen as the cycles 
of accumulation that Latour (2003) expands on. 
This is just like how Latour speaks of cartography, where the cycle starts with 
sending out a cartographer in a ship fitted with scientific instruments to help in 
the drawing of a complete map of a foreign land.  The cartographer reaches 
the land, draws up a map on his notebook, leaves the remote land, and finally 
returns home with a map in hand.  A subsequent cartographer goes to the same 
foreign land and carries with him not only the scientific instruments but also 
the maps from previous expeditions.  He returns home with yet another 
arguably better map.  The process continues.  This is a classic Latourian 
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example of what to him science is, i.e. a repeated cycles of accumulation 
(Jones, 2005).  It does not necessarily have to be people who are sent to draw 
maps or to “bring the lands back”, and repeated expeditions are not the only 
cycles of accumulation.  Just like the probes sent to the inner surface of the 
earth or even surveys sent into a population (Latour, 1987, pp. 225-227), these 
crawlers repeatedly sent out into the web during a campaign can be seen as an 
example of cycles of accumulation. 
Hence, just like probes or surveys, the crawlers needed to be programmed so 
that it would return with a higher chance of data deemed relevant. My 
fieldwork in the offices of Tackle began as they were creating the keywords 
numbering over a thousand words which had to be inputted into the system. 
Jim and the other prime movers have to rely on their cultural knowledge of 
how people would talk online and on top of this the prime movers would have 
to also interpret the posts later.  The prime movers serve as the main 
intermediary translators between consumers and the client, I-Makan. 
“People would not spell full words if they could help it on 
twitter. They have to save characters. So good is spelt ‘gd’. And 
very rarely do people speak good English on Singapore sites, 
most write in Singlish. Even brands are sometimes spelt 
differently online, Instagram can be IG, can be Insta. We need to 
be in the know. If we find new words or ways in which the 
consumer speaks of the brand or calls the brand we will input it 
in the keywords.”  Jim 
 
 
The keywords for each brand were written first in a word document and 
interestingly, the keywords were grouped according to negative and positive 
keywords.  This was supposedly done to help with the cleaning up and 
categorising sentiments of posts once collected.  There was already a template 
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of adjectives and only the names or subject had to be filled in.  As time is a 
factor in all campaigns, shortcuts like using templates and pre-set keywords 
are a prized possession (see Figure 11). 
 
Figure 11. Keywords for I-Makan and competitor with booleans. 
 
The keyword document would slowly change as more keywords were being 
added as the campaign moved on and topics were continually being refined.  
Later, the same process was done on the competitor brands.  The fixed number 
of keywords that already contained sentiment-laden adjectives pointed to the 
fact that only a fixed number of sentiment-laden adjectives would be searched 
for and therefore collected.  Jim acknowledges this when asked. 
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“We have a tight schedule to follow and this helps with the 
categorising saving time later.  But we overcome this problem 
by clicking the links and going into the sites that the posts were 
found in. In there we would try to see whether there were others 
talking about the brand but in a different way. So that helps with 
the discovering of new keywords to add to the keyword lists.” 
         Jim 
The initial set of keywords only yielded more than 3,600 search results or 
posts with a large portion of it being about the competitors.  Only about a 
hundred directly related to I-Makan but were mainly neutral posts.  The 
number did not seem ideal for the group to write anything meaningful for the 
I-Makan.  Some researchers would stop here and report that the findings were 
inconclusive but this was not the case. The prime movers felt that more could 
be found. 
Jim: Not many posts on I-Makan. As usual most were neutral talking 
about where they ate la, who they were with when there. So shall we 
say that consumers online do not have a strong opinion about I-Makan 
to say anything expressing sentiments and that they should have more 
online campaigns to get more buzz online? Very few post talking about 
price or the food of the food court. 
 
Nathanial: Nothing else? Price and food? 
 
Jim: Got la but not enough saying anything similar. Some say 
expensive others say cheap, some say food is good others say it was 
bad. 
 
4.2.3. Stage 3: Data And Sentiments: One More Time, This Time With 
Feeling: Overcoming Problem Of Lack Of Data 
When the posts are collected, the prime movers would have to “clean it up” 
because the SMM tool’s sentiment tracker is not very accurate. It lacks the 
intelligence to interpret a sentence and its context. 
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“The sentiment tracker of the SMM tool is not very accurate at 
determining sentiments. It categorises the sentiments of posts 
based on a set of predetermined keywords set by the SMM tool 
developer to signify whether a post is positive, negative or 
neutral. Like if the word ‘good’ is in the post, that post will be 
categorised as positive. These keywords are also updated 
regularly so more local words like ‘syiok’ will be marked as a 
positive sentiment word.” Jim 
 
 
The interns would usually do the clean up and categorising. For the I-Makan 
project, since there were not many positive and negative posts, they record the 
posts and its sentiments on PowerPoint as this would allow for a closer 
analysis of the posts by the members. Each slide represents a post with the 
symbol ‘-’ for posts deemed to express negative sentiments, ‘+’ for post 
deemed to express positive posts and +/- for posts which the interns could not 
decide whether the post is expressing a negative or positive sentiment (see 
Figure 12). 
 
Figure 12. Screenshot of slides of online posts collected. 
 
There is a lot of pressure on the analyst to find and present some insightful 
results as the agency wants to retain the paying customer.  Hence, when 
problems or scientific controversies (Knorr Cetina, 1995) arise such as 
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insufficient data collected, the prime movers would have to rethink their 
strategy to mine more data.  In this case, I-Makan owned other businesses as 
well which had the I-Makan brand in its name - from a supermarket to a 
catering service.  Nathanial suggested broadening the search and looking for 
what consumers were saying about these other businesses.  Since the SMM 
tool did not engender enough useful data for them, they opted for another 
instrument, the Google search engine. 
“Since there are not many results on I-Makan Food courts, why don’t 
you try searching without the word food courts? I am sure will find 
more posts. Try searching on Google first see what you get. Tell me if 






Figure 13. A post on from a popular online forum allegedly about I-Makan 
 
Nathanial's hunch was right and soon one of the interns found a post (see 
Figure 13) on a popular Singapore online forum about the brand’s apparent 
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bullying tactics of wanting to expand into different businesses.  This post 
would later be used in the final report as an insight and representative of the 
views of online bloggers.  Another seven other negative posts from this forum 
thread were used to support the conclusion that the brand was viewed as a 
predatory one and therefore negatively interpreted by the larger online 
community although only ten posts in total were found. 
When the posts were found there was a little apprehension on the part of Jim 
because of the date it was posted: 
Jim: Wah! People here are really fucking them but the posts are from 
2008. Super negative. Shall we use it? 
Nathanial: Why not? The negative posts are relevant to the client's 
brand. They might expect things on their food and price but this is 
something different. And it is really about their brand. 
Those posts were used to create the conclusion: 
“In the context of negative sentiments, I-Makan food court is mainly viewed 
as a Predatory Business.” 
After recording all the negative posts in that blog, gradually the prime movers 
moved on to look for other posts about I-Makan’s other businesses and found 
posts relating to their catering service.  However, they could only find three 
posts which were posted in 2012.  Hence, again they expanded the search for 




Figure 14. Older Negative Post on I-Makan 
 
This post along with others similar to it led to another insight stating that: 
“I-Makan food courts is affected by negative experience with food quality in 
the institutional catering to army camps.” 
The prime movers could have well stopped at this point where there seemed to 
be inclusive data and presented that conclusion but they felt this conclusion 
might prove to be problematic.  They had mentioned to the client that people 
were already having conversation about their brand and that through their 
rigorous SMM procedures, they would show how important these 
conversations were and thus how important it would be for them to join the 
conversations. To overcome the problem, they choose to look for more data in 
other ‘parts’ of the internet with other tools in order to paint an arguably better 
map for the primary allies, the consumers as they related to the I-Makan 
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brand.  Abandoning their SMM tools they expanded their search and sent out 
Google crawlers hoping to find more data on the consumer.  This helped 
present a different perspective on the I-Makan brand, one that was more than 
just about food quality and price. The move was a tactical one on the part of 
the prime movers - a presentation about how posts were neutral and not 
meaning much would not be as interesting as insights like how consumers 
viewed the brand as a predator brand.  This fit with the idea of a dangerous 
consumer that needed to be tamed lest they wanted something like Dell Hell to 
happen to them.  It is also in-line with the idea that the construction of 
knowledge is many times negotiated (Latour & Woolgar, 1986). 
4.2.4 Stage 4: Creating Inscriptions: Quantification As Camouflage? 
The conclusions gathered from the qualitative data collected by the analyst 
with the help of their SMM tools and Google would then be supported by 
inscriptions in the form of pie charts, tables, graphs and other scientific idioms 
and symbols.  In the tradition of the scientisation of marketing as discussed in 
Chapter 2, the deck is filled with inscriptions mainly created by the interns 
using the inscription devices - namely the SMM and graph creating features 
available on PowerPoint.  The inscriptions act as allies and therefore lend 
some scientific authority to the claims of the report. 
Not surprisingly, except for four slides in this 50-slide deck, every other slide 
had used words (e.g. Sample size, Key word Association, audit, research, 
source, statistics, percentages, thematic categorization) or imagery (pie charts, 
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bar graphs, trend charts, method process charts) commonly associated with 
‘scientific studies’. 
To break this “scientific” category down into smaller sub parts - 
“Quantitative” and “Qualitative” - I found that there were 34 references to the 
quantitative aspect of the method as opposed to 15 references to the qualitative 
aspects of the method.  This might allude to the fact that clients still believe in 
numbers and graphs more than just plain words, and hence the SMM analyst is 
answering this demand.  The quantitative form of research seems to be more 
recognized as being scientific than the qualitative form.  Perhaps we can trace 
this positivist preference back to psychology’s early influence on marketing 
research.  This is very interesting to me as without this actual counting of the 
quantitative and qualitative references, I would not have realized this emphasis 
on findings expressed in quantitative terms.  
To create the inscriptions and conclusions, interns would first split all the 
posts according to whether they were positive or negative.  Together, the 
prime movers further divide, each of the two categories into themes.  For 
example, the negative post category themes include for example, ‘food 
quality’, ‘predator brand’, ‘price location’.  The number of posts for each 
theme is entered into the pie chart generator on PowerPoint and instead of 
choosing to show the actual numbers on the pie chart, percentages are picked 
to display instead. 
 
“Many times most posts are neutral and although numbers for 
posts expressing sentiments are small, some of these need to be 
highlighted and taken seriously before it gets to be more of a 
problem especially the negative ones.  Showing percentage 
102 
 
helps bring this point forward, that there is a problem and we 
need to nip it in the bud.” Nathanial 
 
 
Looking at how the insight, “In the context of negative sentiments, I-Makan 
food court is mainly viewed as a Predatory Business” is presented in the deck 
with the high percentage of “48% of negative sentiments” and a pie chart 
reinforcing the proportion of the negativity (see Figure 15), the qualitative 
verbatim looks and sounds as if the consumers are unhappy and shouting at 
the client.  However, it does not state the sample size that the 48% is a part of.  
As mentioned, the actual number of posts which they found that actually said 
something to this effect is ten.  Perhaps the impact of stating that just ten posts 
mentioned is arguably not great as stating that 48% of posts related to this. 
 




The SMM tool is used to generate other inscriptions to be inserted in the report 
like the bar graph (see Figure 16). 
 
Figure 16. Slide showing how much conversations are about I-Makan relative to the competition. 
 
 
The slide shows how much conversation is happening online relative to the 
other competitors.   SMM marketers call it the ‘Share of Voice’. It shows that 
I-Makan does not have much relative to the others. 
“Previously marketing channels would be on TV or Radio, now 
people have become the channel and it is more believable when 
people talk about your brand as opposed to you talking about it. 
Its third party endorsement. So more conversations especially 






Looking at the online space as a ‘battlefield’ or ‘territorial space’ (Lien, 1997) 
between the different food court brands, these graphs can be seen as trying to 
illustrate to I-Makan their dominance or lack of.  Here, the use of the sample 
size is included, for the small number becomes an ally in wanting to illustrate 
the point about I-Makan needing to create more ‘buzz’ online.  Moreover, the 
pie chart reinforces the point that they have but a small piece of the pie.  It is 
another way of showing market dominance, dominance through conversations 
as opposed to dollars.  Hence, quantitative inscriptions are used very carefully 
to communicate and reinforce certain points so that the client is more likely to 
believe the conclusions made by Tackle.  Tackle shows that through the 
process of translation, which involved the rigorous research procedure using 
high-tech tools of measurement and combing through over 3,000 posts, the 
consumer and their opinions are made more known.  This will give the client 
more familiarity of experiences already encountered with the once unknown 
entity (Latour, 1987). 
As mentioned earlier, both Tackle and I-Makan believe that in order for the I-
Makan project to be successful, the interest of the primary ally, the consumers, 
must be explored to ensure further alignment.  The prime movers thus play an 
important role as the intermediary translator, they form the main contact with 
the consumer.  The network of allies (Lien, 1997), prime movers and 
intermediary translators is illustrated on Figure 17. 
The term ‘network’ is used to indicate complex connections between allies 
and may be conceptualised as “knots and nodes” which are connected through 
the processes of translation (Latour, 1987, p. 180).  As shown on Figure 17, 
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consumers are not the primary allies involved, the managing director is the 
next actor whose support is required before the last ally, I-Makan is translated. 
4.2.5 Stage 5: Rehearsal - Stabilising The Internal Network 
Up until now the prime movers had been working hard on acquiring 
knowledge on the consumer and creating the deck that will be the report.  
During the first four stages which spanned across two weeks, the managing 
director has not been as involved in the project.  Her approval is required 
before the report sees the client.  She is the sleeping ally (Lien, 1997, p. 143) 
whose support is now needed. 
 





This stage begins when Nathanial, being the most senior member of the team 
sends an email invite to the managing director.  The invite states that the 
location of the meeting will be in the main meeting room at 11:00am the next 
day and will last an hour.  The agenda is to meet to “go through the I-Makan 
deck”.  This formal email communicates that as researchers, the prime movers 
have done their part and that the decision as to whether the report proceeds is 
in the hands of their superior.  It sounds neutral and does not state that the 
prime movers are very satisfied with their work and believe the report is a 
solid one. 
Nathanial will also be the one who will present the deck to the managing 
director and before the meet he seemed a little nervous. 
“I hope she likes the presentation and that we do not have to do much 
changes.  This project was tough but I think we found interesting 
insights.”  Nathanial 
 
 
His statement suggests that despite his neutral sounding email invite, the prime 
movers want this report to go through.  Also, his statement implies that the 
managing director has rejected his work before and has asked him to redo it, 
thus not stabilising the network between the prime movers and managing 
director yet. 
The next day the prime movers arrive at the room 30 minutes before the 
managing director in order to set up the deck and ensure all other devices 
needed like the projector and their laptops are in working order. This is setting 
the stage before their performance for the managing director. When the 
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managing director enters, the large screen already has a projected image of the 
first slide of the deck. 
Managing Director: Ok, you guys ready? Let’s begin. 
 
Nathanial: For the past two weeks Jim, the interns and I have been 
working hard at coming up with this report and we believe that we 
have many interesting insights that the client might not already know 
about. 
 
Managing Director: Wonderful! Let’s see it then. 
 
He goes on to speak about the fact that although more than 3,000 posts have 
been collected and read, only about more than a hundred posts were related to 
I-Makan and the rest were about the competitors.  Anticipating that managing 
director might not be too pleased with that result, he continues that this might 
be used as opportunity to tell I-Makan that they, therefore, need a good social 
media campaign to drum up more conversations online about the client.  This 
draws an approving nod from the managing director as the social media 
marketing campaign could be conducted by Tackle themselves. 
He skips the slides on process and goes through two slides entitled, “Executive 
Summary”.  The managing director stops the presentation and says, 
"It’s an executive summary, why is it two pages and why are there so 
many points to be made.  Keep it to one page." 
 
 
Jim and the interns are seen noting things down.  I assume this was about the 
managing director's request. Nathanial had just started the presentation and 
already the managing director has asked for changes to be made. 
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He goes on talking about the sentiments they collected and revealed that the 
initial posts expressing sentiments were just about food and prices.  They also 
expressed that they had gone beyond using the SMM and “manually searched 
through Google”, and subsequently found posts which spoke of I-Makan as a 
predatory brand and that because of their links with catering, their food quality 
was in question.  He points out that these two insights were the big ones that 
perhaps the client did not know about. He postulated that despite their 
rebranding exercise, there was still a danger that people will still associate 
them with other older brands. Also, he noted that I-Makan have not entered 
into those forums or spoken publicly about these issues. They spoke in terms 
of percentages instead of actual numbers to impress on the gravity of the issue. 
“48% of the negative posts about I-Makan were on them being 
predators. They need to nip this in the bud by creating more social 
media campaigns focusing on projecting themselves as a brand that 
serves quality food and wants to help their community to prevent more 
negativity from spreading about their brand.” 
Nathanial explaining to the managing director. 
 
 
They go through another 40 slides filled with graphs and verbatim collected 
online used to support their conclusions.  The managing director did not stop 
to ask the sample size for each pie chart.  The managing director, who is not 
Singaporean, only stops them a few times to ask about the meaning of some of 
the more local terms used in the speech bubbles on the slides. 
Managing Director: What does CCB stand for? 
 
(laughter in the room) 
 





This reinforces the prime movers position as intermediary translators between 
not only the client and the consumers but also between the consumers and the 
managing director. 
Nathanial reaches his final slide that says “Thank you”. 
Managing Director: Delete this slide. Instead of writing it down can’t 
the presenter just say thank you? 
 
Nathanial: Sure. (Presses the delete button to remove the slide). Any 
other questions? Comments? 
 
Managing Director: This is a good presentation. Good job team! Just 
shorten the executive summary and pass it to me. I'll tidy the language. 
Grammatical errors are just bad for our image. So I am assuming that 
you (Nathanial) will be coming along with me to present to I-Makan? 
Just in case they ask about the SMM research and CCB. (laughs) 
 
(Room erupts in laughter) 
 
Nathanial: No problem. Will make the changes. Do tell me when the 
presentation will be. 
 
The presentation by Nathanial successfully gains the support of another 
primary ally, the managing director.  From experience, they knew the type of 
concerns the managing directors would have with regard to the results and 
answered it in a way that the managing director would understand. They 
worked on the basis of ensuring that there is as a way of getting the client to 
continue to do more work with them. 
After the meeting I asked Mei how she thought it went.  She replied, 
“Boss is happy. That’s great no more cleaning of post or creating pie 
charts! We’re done with I-Makan!” 
 
 
I asked whether this was normal to which she said, 
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“Not very normal so maybe she was in a good mood or that our 
presentation was really good. Or maybe just don’t want to be angry in 
front of you. So it’s good la that you're around make things easier for 
us.” 
 
Perhaps Mei was being very polite with me, not wanting to make me feel like 
an outsider but it made me feel rather conscious about my presence in the 
room and how that might have influenced the behaviour of the managing 
director as she knew I was going to possibly write it in this thesis. This 
reminded me of the importance of being reflexive while studying situations 
like this. Whatever the case maybe, the managing director accepted it and 
actually used it, after some editing for language, for their presentation to the 
client. So perhaps the deck was good enough and she was in a good mood 
because of me. Unfortunately, I did not get a chance to ask her about it.   
I was understandably not able to follow the Tackle team to meet the client for 
the final presentation. However, from speaking to Nathanial post meet, I learnt 
that it was a successful meeting. Here, the notion of success merely means that 
the client would like to continue being their client and do other social media 
marketing activities with them. They wanted to have more buzz about them 
online so they could especially target the younger crowd and get more 
feedback on their food court business. When asked whether the client was 
surprised at the negative remarks like them being a predator, surprisingly the 
answer was ‘no’.  I-Makan said they knew that people would say those sort of 
things and that the online world seem to be more about people expressing 
negative sentiments. However, they were interested to actually see the words 
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the people used to express it. They agreed that they needed to nip the problem 
in the bud and do more social media marketing activities with Tackle. 
Fast forward to after the executive summary and the grammar corrected by the 
managing director, the final report is completed.  Within it are the insights the 
prime movers have found and the recommendations about what the client 
should do next.  It helps form the strategic basis for a social media marketing 
campaign meant to directly address what the report has claimed.  The report is 
thus, “the assembly of disorderly and unreliable allies is ... turned into 
something that closely resembles an organised whole”, a black box of sorts 













Chapter 5: Re-presentations of SMM 
Which markets are we listening to? Nathanial 
Images are essential to the representation and dissemination of scientific 
knowledge (Burri & Dumit, 2008).  Maps, diagram, tables, charts, drawings, 
illustrations, photographs, computer visualisations are used in everyday 
scientific work and publication.  The pervasiveness of scientific image raised 
interest amongst STS scholars in studying visual representation and the view 
of the world they construct.  
In wanting to critically examine the market representations created by SMM, I 
find Dilley’s (1992) conception of markets as metaphors particularly useful. 
Dilley looks at the market as a “plausible narrative” to framing relationships. 
He says that, “The notion of the market is attractive, compelling and 
irresistible as a metaphor since it offers a ready-made analytical device to 
suggest flux in the face of structural constraint and closure.  Not only that, but 
because of the double image, it can itself be construed as an agent of structure, 
collectivity and equilibrium” (1992, p. 17).  This idea of the market as 
metaphor allows for understanding of how the market is spoken about as an 
outcome of marketing, in this case as an outcome of SMM marketers. 
The idea of the market was not always this fluid.  The term market has 
changed starting from physical locations to a process of buying and selling in 
the sixteenth century and lastly, to a more abstract aggregate geographical 
form (e.g. the Singapore market) and graphical representations in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth century (Dilley 1992).   The dictionary definition 
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of the market in orthodox economics is, “Generally, any context in which the 
sale and purchase of goods and services take place.  There need be no physical 
entity corresponding to a market” (Pearce, 1986, p. 263).  And marketing 
literature seems to suggest that the market is a “universal category of exchange 
relations, something immutable and natural rather than historically contingent 
and culturally constructed” (Detlev Zwick & Cayla, 2012a, p. 4). 
In this chapter, I critically analyse the range of meanings and metaphoric 
connotations associated with the ‘market’ as it is applied empirically by the 
SMM agencies.  Other than the market, I will also look at two other concepts 
central to the conceptualisation of the market, namely ‘consumers’ and 
‘brand’.  It will demonstrate how actors in the two SMM agencies talk and 
represent the market far differently from definitions in marketing textbooks.  
The metaphoric structures found are based on local discourse gathered through 
either interviews or empirical artefacts in the form of 11 older SMM reports 
shared by my informants.  To get a better sense of how these SMM reports 
would be presented and in what context, I had the informants guide me 
through the reports.  Granted, actually observing the informants presenting 
these reports to their clients would allow for better ethnographic data but 
unfortunately, I was not allowed to attend any report presentations with clients 
and thus had to settle for a talk through of the reports instead.  Also, following 
Lien’s (1997, p. 89) lead, in order for a coherent presentation of each term, 
quotations are necessarily detached from their empirical context. 
It will illustrate that while the term 'Market' normally refers to transactions of 
goods and services, for the SMM agencies I studied, the market seems to 
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represent spheres of influence for brands.  Here, brands compete to engender 
as many brand advocates as possible online.  These advocates or consumers 
expressing positive sentiments of the brand are in effect, sources of valuable 
third-party endorsements.    
5.1 The Speakers Corner: Market As Geographical Space 
Looking at market in terms of space is one of the most common ways of 
conceptualising the market (Lien, 1997).  This conceptualisation of the market 
as territorial space is indicated by illustrations (see Figure 18) and statements 
such as: 
● Key Markets Covered 
o Australia, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Singapore, Taiwan (Agency 
Value-add: Indonesia & Malaysia Bahasa
18
 Analysis) 
o Canada, London, USA 
● Australia generates the maximum amount of buzz due to local 
publications releasing iPad specific versions.  The remaining regions 
recorded posts on users sharing the experience with the app on iTunes 
App Store and Twitter (SMM report for leading UK based financial 
newspaper). 
● For this SMM project the markets to be covered will be Singapore, 
Malaysia and Indonesia (Tackle Managing Director, speaking to 
interaction team about SMM project on a computer brand). 
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 Even though they state that they have read Malay and Indonesian posts, it should actually 
be “Bahasa Indonesia and Malaysia” and not “Indonesia & Malaysia Bahasa”.  
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Here, we see how the market is referenced in geographical terms. It gives 
clients the impression that the conversations were actually taking place in 
those geographical locations.  The SMM tool determines the geographical 
territory of the different consumers making the post mainly based on that two 
ways.  The first would be when the consumer actually uses their location-
based tool to ‘check-in’ at a certain location.  Users can do this on sites such 
as FourSquare, for example.  The second is when the consumer registers their 
social media platform profile under a certain country.  This could, however, be 
unreliable.  A consumer could go on a forum, register a new profile and 
choose country of origin as Somalia instead of Singapore and no one would 
know.  In most cases, consumers just do not indicate a specific location at all.  
It would also be a fair statement to say that people in general rarely think of 
the internet as being a map of the world.  However, as my informants told me, 
sometimes it is easier to use geographical images to emphasize where the 
chatter is supposedly coming from.  This supports the idea that when trying to 
grasp the characteristics of an abstract entity, it is not uncommon for 
marketers like our participants to turn to “metaphors of something concrete” 
(Lien, 1997, p. 90).  In fact, Salmond (1982, p. 81) suggests that, “nearly 
always, when we talk about abstract concepts we choose language drawn from 
one or another concrete domain”.  Here the spatial delineation of the market is 
represented identical to geographical boundaries of countries, like the 
Malaysian market for example. 
In Figure 18, we see how markets when conceptualised as concrete 
geographical territories following the boundaries of countries, is illustrated in 
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an SMM report on credit cards (referred to in Figure 18 as CC).  The use of a 
map of the world also helps represent the wide coverage of not only the 
client’s brand but the amount of effort put in by SMM marketers.  The latter is 
reinforced by indicating a relatively high “Sample Size” shown in bold and 
displayed at a prominent section of the page. 
 
 
Figure 18. A model of the different markets as depicted by SMM professionals 
 
The page goes on to suggest that they have ‘gone above and beyond’ at no 
extra charge by stating “Agency Value-add: Indonesia & Malaysia Bahasa 
Analysis”.  That they have added two new territories in the mapping of 
conversations.  This is almost a literal depiction of a modern day social media 
cartographer.  Although here, instead of explorers, crawlers are sent to bring 
back information about conversations in a foreign land for the analyst to draw 
the digital map of conversations with. 
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5.2 A War of Words: Market As Battlefield 
Different players or competition is taken as a norm in any market 
conceptualisation.  And in many occasions metaphors of war are applied in 
descriptions of the market (Lien, 1997, p. 91).  A clear example of this comes 
from the vast number of book applying Sun Tzu’s Art of War strategies to 
business.  With book titles such as The Art of War for Small Business: Defeat 
the Competition and Dominate the Market with the Masterful Strategies of Sun 
Tzu (Sheetz-Runkle, 2014) the market is depicted as a battlefield. 
For social media marketers metaphors of a battlefield of conversations are as 
follows: 
● We do not have a choice of whether we do social media, the choice is 




● Conversations are already happening about your brand, join in and lead 
it before others do. (SMM report document on a UK newspaper) 
● SMM will arm the client with information about who is talking about 
their brand, about what and where, so a social media strategy can be 
created. (Interview: Jim, Interaction Analyst, Tackle) 
● Strategize how to enter the conversations to improve overall brand 
presence (SMM report for an NGO) 
As shown, the market can be seen as geographical territories which need to be 
fought for and won over.  And the weapon to ‘arm’ the client with the 
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 Phrase taken from a commonly presented YouTube video called Social Media Revolution 
(Qualman, 2015). Yearly updates of the video show how much social media has changed and 
is a call to action for companies to engage in social media marketing. 
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necessary know-how is an SMM report.  The first statement above by 
Interaction Strategist, Nathanial, suggests that a revolution has already begun 
and that the client has no choice but to be a part of it or presumably suffer. 
Since there are no actual country boundaries on the internet, battle for 
territories can be seen as a fight to expand the brand’s spheres of influence. 
In Figure 19, the pie represents the total share of voice for a certain product 
category.  In this case, it is about cars.  Each slice of the pie chart represent 
relative market share of the different companies in the market.  Using a pie 
chart to represent the market suggests that the latter is not only stable but finite 
– that it may be split between the different players.  Since it is a finite entity, 
the competitors represent a threat to the company as they battle to get a bigger 







Figure 19. Pie chart depicting the share of voice of the different brands 
 
This shows the business value of conversations; that a business is actually 
interested to know how much brand related chatter or buzz was posted online 
relative to the competition.  It sounds like a plan to literally ‘drown out’ the 
voice of the competition by way of getting people to talk more about your 
brand.  
5.3 Mark My Words: The Changing Market 
The market as a flux of transformation is another common market 
conceptualization (Lien, 1997, p. 94).  The market is always seen to be 
changing and the client needs to be able to adapt to it; whether this change be 
in the form of a Social Media Revolution or the spikes and decline of their 
market presence.  Clients are told that they need to continually engage their 
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audience or risk being drowned out by the noise of others or worst not know 
when there is a negative campaign waged upon them like in the Dell Hell case.  
This projected image of a changing market also helps social media marketers 
push social media marketing services such as SMM over an extended period 
of time. 
This is indicated by means of the following examples of statements: 
● A drop in buzz is due to a less review comments on iTunes. (SMM 
report for UK newspaper) 
● Doing social media is not a onetime thing.  You have to continually 
do it and do it well. (Interview: Nathanial, Interaction Strategist, 
Tackle) 
● There is a rise in social media buzz for the month of February 
because of the new marketing campaign. (SMM report for an Indian 
Celebrity) 
● Car Brand A has been consistent over time and has generated 
maximum share of voice online.  (SMM report for a car brand) 
 
While going through a SMM Report for a popular celebrity, the notion of 
change in this case changing consumer wants and habits was referenced many 
times in the document.  The constant use of the phrase “from…to…” in the 
document seems to highlight this change.  By showing this change, the 
advertising agency is also saying it is updated and understands these shifts.  It 
seems to paint a picture of the market and consumer as changing and that the 
client needs to know these changes to have a competitive age. The only way to 
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understand the market and the changes that are taking place is to use the 
services of this SMM company. 
Change here implies that time is involved. The addition of time in the 
conversation with the client allows the social media marketer the chance to 
suggest that social media marketing should be a long term plan and not a short 
one.  Clients are reminded that the market is literally made out of people and 
therefore needs to be nurtured and not neglected.  And just like people, this 
market is moving and has a life of its own as Figure 20 shows. 
 
Figure 20. Competitor buzz trends. The different coloured lines correspond to different brands. 
 
Here, the drastic drop in buzz for this UK newspaper company is a reminder to 
the client that it may fall again should the client not continuously engage in 
social media campaigns.  This effort to set conversations abuzz requires for 
the client to consistently listen to what the ever demanding, ever aloof, elusive 
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and changing consumer wants because “A brand is now defined as the sum 
of all conversations.” 
5.4 The Brand as Conversation 
Brands are insubstantial things, mere symbols, names, associations. 
Sometimes they signal real differences between products. Sometimes 
they are mere illusion.  
(Economist, 1991) 
 
A line that appears in many of the SMM reports is that “A brand is now 
defined as the sum of all conversations.” (emphasis in original).  This seems 
to be an extremely loaded statement that needs to be unpacked.  Starting from 
the second half of the sentence, “the sum of all conversations” seem to point 
to the fact that peculiar quantitative (the sum) and qualitative (conversations) 
aspects of the SMM method make it a perfect fit to study the situation as it is 
presently.  The first part “A brand is now defined …” talks about the idea that 
brands are losing the power to define themselves and that consumers define 
them.  The idea of define also means judge, and so the customer is in-charge 
of their success or failure.  This sentence makes the company look to be at the 
mercy of the consumer and that is why market research companies need to be 
online and know what people are talking about them online.  It makes the 
company look helpless and all the focus group session or interviews cannot 
save them in this current online context.  The word “now” seems to add to the 
novelty and immediacy of the assertion – that firstly, since the advertising 
agency has put this as the context of change then in order for the brand to 
survive they need to understand their clients online now.  And the best people 
for the job are in this social media marketing agency. 
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In fact, many of the decks dedicate a section to introduce SMM and why one 
should use it.  Informants say that educating clients about SMM is a huge part 
of most pitches.  This is mainly because SMM is relatively new and many do 
not seem to understand the need to monitor consumers online.  This suggests 
that it is new to market research and those businesses are not yet convinced of 
its importance. That is why other pages of the SMM document attempts to 
differentiate SMM almost entirely from all other market research methods of 
the ‘past’ like focus groups which “asks” as oppose to “listen”.  It espouses 
that it is the only answer to save brands in the context of conversations and 
other user generated content online.  The brand has to listen to where 
consumers are talking online, how they are talking and about what in order to 
effectively communicate with this new breed of consumers and get them to be 
advocates for the brand. 
 The notion that now “A brand is now defined as the sum of all 
conversations.” seems to echo the constructivist ideas of Berger and 
Luckmann(1966). That brands much like most other things are social 
constructions, and that if enough people believe that the brand is of a certain 
quality, it would most probably be seen as that reality and acted on 
accordingly. 
5.5. The SMM Consumer: A part-time Consumer? 




The above statement found in Lien’s (2012b) fieldnotes is a very apt 
description of how abstract this term is, and that nobody in the marketing firm 
refers to themselves as consumers.  They do, however, refer to others as 
consumers.  But once we leave the office we become consumers.  Lien uses 
the term “part-time consumers” to talk about marketers and their changing 
identities.  However, today’s digital context further complicates this matter of 
who a consumer is.   For one, in a world where having a mobile smartphone is 
no longer an oddity
20
, it is not uncommon for someone to always be online, 
possibly rendering the online/offline binary as being obsolete.  For another, 
people may also post something on twitter or Facebook at the workplace 
especially in a social media marketing agency.  As people who post comments 
online are seen as consumers, in the context of SMM are these marketers just 
part-time consumers?  Hence, when they enter the marketing offices, would it 
mean that they are no longer consumers? 
It seems that the answer is more porous and fluid than this concept allows for.  
The idea of the ‘consumer online’ in the SMM context is not only based on 
whether s/he does a traditional financial transaction but also when s/he 
consumes and contributes information.  And only the latter which appears as 
posts can be recorded by current SMM tools. 
But one could make the case that consumers also mean people with the 
potential to consume at a later period.  However, this does not stand either in 
the context of SMM, for I could not find in any of the decks reviewed from 
different companies, a suggestion that more SMM equals more purchases of 
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the clients’ products.  Conversations are seen as an economic value in itself – 
that by talking about the brand, they are somehow consuming the brand.  If we 
follow the social media marketers claim that “A brand is now defined as the 
sum of all conversations”, it then becomes a circular argument. 
5.6. The Disembodied Three Sentiment Consumer 
Look Dave, I can see you’re really upset about this.   I honestly think 
you ought to sit down calmly, take a stress pill, and think things over. 
 
HAL, using its superior ‘sentiment detectors’  
to sense its crewmate’s Dave’s anxiety 
2001: A Space Odyssey 
 
Where focus groups, one of the most popular consumer research method in 
marketing, is seen as allowing the client to see the consumer in the flesh 
Grandclément and Gaglio (2012), here consumers are seen as disembodied 
consumers represented by speech bubbles or a profile picture with words on a 
forum or twitter tweet. 
People were once mainly referred to as customers but this slowly changed in 
around 1950 (Williams, 1983).  Customers had always implied some degree of 
regular and continuing relationship to a supplier, whereas consumer indicates 
the more abstract figure in a more abstract market’ (Williams, 1983, p. 79).  
Thus it follows that as representations of the market become more abstract in 
the case of the internet and social media, so does representations of the 
consumer. 
Unlike the fictional robot character, HAL, in the movie 2001: A Space 
Odyssey (Kubrick, 1968) which has the ability to sense a multitude of 
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emotions as shown in the quote above, in 2015 our SMM machines are still 
unable to detect more than three sentiments.  In SMM reports we see how the 
sentiment tracker records posts as either ‘Positive’ ‘Negative’ or ‘Neutral’.  
Some SMM tools would allow for the slightly more range in the ‘Positive’ and 
‘Negative’ category, namely adding the categories of ‘Very positive’ and 
‘Very negative’ (see Figure 21).  The allowance for quantitative measurement 
of human sentiment have rendered the consumer with one of three main 
sentiments.  So just like how a quantitative survey form imposes answers on 
the respondent, here the consumer’s feeling is reduced to these restrictive 
categories. 
 
Figure 21. Graph of how sentiments are sometimes depicted 
 
Furthermore, most reports show that neutral sentiment posts form the majority 
of all SMM sentiment tracker results.  This seems to suggest an ambivalent 
group of online consumers who need to be won over.  This is because the 
belief in SMM seems to be that the more people talk about you in a positive 
manner online, the more value it brings to the brand.  This is related to the PR 
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idea of third party endorsement, that a person would more likely believe the 




















Chapter 6 - Conclusion: The End of our Conversation on SMM 
“Satisfied people don’t have time to go onto the Internet. Unhappy 
people often go there ...” 




This thesis has offered ethnographic reflections on SM market research as a 
research site for science and technology studies. The thesis offers a glimpse 
into the rarely researched quasi-laboratories of SMM to enrich our 
understanding of markets, marketers and marketing. The conclusion will 
discuss some of the contributions of the analysis presented in the thesis to STS 
and market studies. 
The thesis has shown the usefulness of using concepts and approaches from 
the constructionists paradigm found in STS lab studies to studying marketing. 
By looking at and deconstructing the various elements of SMM from its 
inception to the construction of SM knowledge about the market, brand and 
consumer this thesis has contributed to studies of marketing which until now 
has mainly examined conventional market research methods such as focus 
groups, surveys and ethnographic work. This thesis’s main contribution is that 
it adds an analysis of a more contemporary and widely used market research 
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To better understand how and why SMM came into being and the positivistic 
character it possessed, in Chapter 2, I placed the technology within a wider 
historical context and argue that it is a part of the ‘scientisation of marketing’ 
agenda. An agenda which traces its roots to the Progressive Era of the 19th 
and early 20th century. It was during this period at the Agate Club of Chicago, 
that psychologist professor Walter Dill Scott formally began the “cooperation 
between advertisers and academicians” (Schultze, 1982, p. 17). The 
partnership with the positivist discipline of psychology effectively gave 
marketing “as possessing a scientific psychological knowledge of how 
consumer minds work and how business might intervene in that working” 
(Slater, 2012, p 27). While SMM marketers I interviewed do not make any 
explicit claim to psychology or science for that matter, they do try to present 
to clients what consumers are saying about their brands and advice them on 
what to do to better the sentiments consumers post online about them. SMM is 
thus yet another tool in the “modern struggle against ambivalence” (Bauman, 
1991). 
Convincing clients to trust the conclusions of any new research methods is by 
no means an easy task. SMM seems to have done this by incorporating the 
main pull-factors of both qualitative and quantitative research into its 
programme.  Until SMM came into being, market research approaches tended 
to either be quantitative or qualitative like surveys and focus groups 
respectively. The main attraction to surveys is that their calculations serve as 
allies or as ‘anti-political’ devices, in that, it reduces the space of possible 
political contestation (Barry & Slater, 2002, p. 181).  Focus groups on the 
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other hand, allow clients to see their target consumer “in the flesh” albeit 
behind one-way mirrors (Grandclement & Gaglio, 2012). The artificial 
conditions in which focus group participants are interviewed can be seen to be 
at odds with other in-depth methods of naturalistic enquiry such as 
ethnography. These methods are deemed to be the most popular market 
research methods and SMM has elements of each of them. It measure opinions 
and sentiments, shows qualitative data of what consumers are saying and it is 
marketed being naturalistic as it presents the unsolicited comments of 
consumers online. SMM’s adoption of elements from other major market 
research methods along with their use of scientific idioms resembles Latour’s 
view of a technological solution or machine, “where borrowed forces keep one 
another in check so that none can fly apart from the group” (Latour, 2003, p. 
129).  
In Chapter 3, I wanted to understand what characterises the laboratories of 
SMM and compare it with that of the scientists and marketers studied in 
previous laboratory studies (e.g. Latour & Woolgar, 1986; Traweek, 1988; 
Lien, 1997; Grandclement and Gaglio, 2012). The main difference I found was 
that unlike the other scientists and marketers, the accessibility of the field 
SMM marketers are examining (i.e. the internet) meant that with a computer 
installed with the SMM tool and an internet connection, SMM marketers can 
theoretically enter the field and collect data from wherever they wanted. This 
was a challenge for me as on a number of occasions some of my informants 
worked remotely from home. In fact, as we have seen in Buzztology’s 
example, analysts could be working in an office in Malaysia and still collect 
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online data on Singaporean consumers. Just like Callon’s quasi-laboratories, 
SMM offices are places where scientists deploy “a vast amount of resources, 
material devices, calculating instruments, personal relationships (Barry & 
Slater, 2002, p. 182) in order to construct knowledge. I also find the ambiguity 
with the term quasi-laboratories an apt way of calling these new laboratories. 
It helps create a distinction between conventional laboratories in other 
laboratory studies and those of these new digital market researchers. 
I illustrated, in Chapter 4, by way of analysing the microprocesses behind the 
construction of the SMM Report of I-Makan and its corresponding 
conclusions to show amongst other things how allies and knowledge of 
consumers on the internet are translated and socially constructed respectively. 
The chapter also captures moments of “scientific controversy” (Knorr Cetina, 
1995) in the research process when too little posts which were non-neutral was 
collected by the SMM tool leading the SMM analysts to supplement their data 
by using search engine Google and expanding their search to include older 
posts which eventually had more negative sentiments. These negative posts 
were given prominence in the finished report. This shows what type of 
sentiments are deemed to be more valuable in SMM and therefore presents an 
example of how the consumer is socially constructed in SMM. 
By producing inscriptions such as graphs, charts and tables, the SMM tool 
helps the analyst project their work as having a more scientific character.  
These ‘anti-political’ devices reduces the possibility of contestation between 
actors (Barry & Slater, 2002, p. 181).  The inscriptions lend the conclusions of 
the report more authority but beneath this veneer of scientific idiom, symbols 
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and illustrations I witnessed by using an ethnographic approach, how during 
the process there were points of controversy where there were problems that 
needed to be addressed and therefore negotiated – that certain compromises 
needed to be made for the greater purpose of what they thought would make 
their client happy, that is, more posts with non-neutral sentiments. As 
mentioned, analysts could have stopped and just provide the client with a 
report full of mainly neutral comments but they went further and looked for 
more posts that their SMM tool did not pick up.  This showed creativity and 
experience on the part of the analysts and betrays the confines of the black 
box, the SMM tool.  It at once shows SMM’s weakness and the vastness of the 
entity it is trying to tame.  It could not search the entire internet but only 
pockets of it.  Yet none of these issues were reflected in the report by Tackle.  
As with most reports whether created in the labs or in marketing departments, 
what the SMM report contained were statements of certainty and symbols of 
authoritative knowledge. The heavy use of scientific idioms and inscriptions in 
the form of amongst other things, pie-charts and diagrams give authority to 
knowledge they are essentially selling. 
This uncertainty inherent in marketing can be linked to the idea that it would 
be hard, if not impossible to prove that marketing or advertising sells.  This is 
also known as the institutional weakness theory (Slater, 2012, p. 31). This 
makes marketing an irrational venture to undertake.  But by supplementing it 
with the authority of science, and in SMM’s case not even speaking of the sale 
and purchase of products, this irrationality is reduced.  For SMM, the fact that 
the tool is able to calculate the number of positive, negative and neutral posts 
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allows the client the ability to have some sort of measurement or metrics to 
judge whether it is doing well online. SMM marketers define doing well 
online by the number of positive posts about the brand relative to its 
competitors and not by amount of people who have purchased the client’s 
products of services.  
Through this process of making more transparent the inner workings of 
marketers and their marketing work, one theme has been consistent throughout 
– that is ambiguity or uncertainty; whether shown by the client side with 
regard to how their product is being viewed by the online community or the 
SMM analysts as they face challenges such as not having enough posts to say 
something deemed useful. And they overcame this ambiguity through constant 
negotiations between actors, thereby forming more stable alliances not only 
with the consumers but more importantly with their paying clients. 
I analysed SMM documents in Chapter 5 to understand how SMM’s 
represents the ‘Market’, ‘Consumer’ and ‘Brand’. I find that the ‘Market’, as 
represented in SMM reports, seem to share certain metaphorical features as the 
conventional notions the ‘Market’.  That is, similar to Lien’s (1997) 
ethnography of a marketing department, the ‘Market’ is shown and spoken of 
as ‘Geographical Space’; ‘As Battlefield’ and as ‘Changing’. The main 
difference, however, is that while previous conceptualisations of the market 
seem to almost exclusively deal with the buying and selling of goods and 
services, here, the market deals with the opinions of online consumers. The 
market share of a brand for example is presented typically using a pie chart, 
much like in many marketing reports (see Lien, 1997) but in SMM’s case, 
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instead of representing the amount of sales one brand has over the other, Pie 
charts in SMM report speak about the amount of posts online or buzz about 
the brand relative to their competitors. This is also called the ‘Share of Voice’ 
(see Figure 19) and the idea is to compete with other brands to get as much 
share of this voice as possible in a vastly different way of conceptualising the 
market when compared to marketing textbook representations of it. Here, 
Dilley’s (1992) more fluid conception of the market as metaphor allows for 
studies such as mine to understand how the market is spoken about and 
represented as an outcome of marketing. The illustrations of the market in this 
thesis also shows how the market is “historically contingent and culturally 
constructed” (Detlev Zwick & Cayla, 2012a, p.4). 
The ‘Brand’ is conceptualised in a far more radical way. The ‘Brand’, 
according to the claims of SMM reports and marketers, is now defined by the 
“Sum of All Conversations”. It moves away from the idea that a brand is “hard 
to define” (Lien, 1997, p. 107). SMM marketers seem to have answered this 
difficulty by suggesting that the sum of conversations online can either create 
a valuable brand or destroy it and that SMM marketers are able to literally 
measure the brand and interpret how people are defining it. More than this, 
with the information gathered, they claim that they are able to better guide the 
brand on controlling how they are defined. This harks back to Berger and 
Luckmann’s (1966) constructivist ideas of how reality is socially constructed. 
That basically if enough people believe the brand to be of a certain character, 
it will be a certain character.  
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Despite being a programme, by being able to detect, measure and present the 
sentiments of the consumer, SMM is said to have more humanistic qualities.  
Having said so, representations of the consumer is more often than not 
disembodied and is typically represented by speech bubbles and able to 
convey three main sentiments, Positive, Neutral and Negative. SMM 
marketers do not promise economic profit for the client but some form of 
online social capital.  They claim that their work will help the client increase 
the number of positive sentiments online.  So while having a lot of positive 
sentiments about the brand might not ensure a business’s longevity or 
profitability, SMM marketers claim that having too many negative sentiments 
might cause a PR nightmare.  Hence, brands are paying to see more positive 
sentiments from consumers which does not necessarily result in a 
corresponding increase in sales. Businesses are looking at these consumers as 
new marketing media channels and the now measureable third party 
endorsements of consumers online though these positive sentiments, seem to 
be the reason why businesses invest in such activities.  Other than being seen 
as media channels for PR purposes, consumers are conceptualised as being in-
charge. 
As earlier mentioned, this thesis places itself in the growing field of the study 
of markets in STS, also called market studies. This ‘market turn’ is concerned 
“with economics in the broadest sense of the term, including for example 
marketing and accountancy” (Callon cited in Barry & Slater, 2002, P. 285). 
This new area in STS is an opportunity for others to enter the rarely studied 
136 
 
world of the marketers and examine how knowledge is created in these quasi-
laboratories. 
The research began in the offices of Buzztology and Tackle in 2012 and ended 
in 2013, with advances in technology happening at breakneck speed, I am 
certain much has changed since then. I, therefore, encourage others to conduct 
further studies in SM marketing and research. Perhaps future research looking 
at how brands apply knowledge about SM would be of interest to understand 























AMA. (2013). Definition of Marketing.   Retrieved 16 August 2014, from 
https://www.ama.org/AboutAMA/Pages/Definition-of-Marketing.aspx  
Ampofo, L. (2011). The Social life of real-time social media monitoring. 
Journal of Audience & Reception Studies, 8(1), 21-47.  
Anfara, V. A., Jr., B., M., K., & Mangione, T. L. (2002). Qualitative Analysis 
on Stage: Making the Research Process More Public. Educational 
Researcher, 31, 28-38.  
Anne, S. (1982). Theoretical Landscapes, On Cross Cultural Conceptions of 
Knowledge. In D. Parkin (Ed.), Semantic Anthropology. Washington 
D.C.: ASA. 
Applbaum, K. (2004). The Marketing Era: From Professional Practice to 
Global Provisioning. New York: Routledge. 
Applegate, E. (2012). The Rise of Advertising in the United States: A History 
of Innovation to 1960. Plymouth, United Kingdom: Scarecrow Press. 
Araujo, L., H., K., & Spencer, R. (2008). Market Practices and Forms: 
Introduction to the Special Issue. Marketing Theory, 8(1), 5-14.  
Armano, D. (2010). Fire Your Marketing Manager and Hire A Community 
Manager, Havard Business Review. Retrieved from 
https://hbr.org/2010/07/fire-your-marketing-manager-an  
Barry, A., & Slater, D. (2002). Introduction: the technological economy. 
Economy and Society, 31(2), 175-193.  
Bauman, Z. (1991). Modernity and Ambivalence. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
Belk, R. W. (Ed.). (1991). Highways and Buyways: Naturalistic Research 
from the consumer behavious odyssey. Provo, UT: Association For 
Consumer Research. 
Bensman, J. (1970). The advertising agency man in New York. In J. Turnstall 
(Ed.), Media Sociology: A reader. London: Constable  
Berger, P. L., & Luckmann, T. (1966). The social construction of reality; a 
treatise in the sociology of knowledge. Garden City, NY: Doubleday. 
Berkman, R. (2008). The Art of Strategic Listening: Finding Market 
Intelligence through Blogs and Other Social Media. Ithaca, NY: 
Paramount Market Publishing. 
Bijker, W., Hughes, T. P., & Pinch, T. (Eds.). (1987). The Social Construction 
of Technological Systems: New Directions in the Sociology and 
History of Technology. Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press. 
Bloor, D. (1991). Knowledge and Social Imagery (2nd ed.). Chicago: 
University of Chicago. 
Burri, R. V., & Dumit, J. (2008). Social Studies of Scientific Imaging and 
Visualisation. In E. J. Hackett, O. Amsterdamska, M. Lynch & J. 
Wajcman (Eds.), The Handbook of Science and Technology Studies. 
Cambridge: MIT Press. 
Cai, H. (2013, 25th November). Anti-establishment element inherent in new 





Cairnes, J. (1888). Some Leading Principles of Political Economy Newly 
Expounded. London: Macmillan. 
Callon, M. (Ed.). (1998). The Laws of the Markets. Oxford: Blackwell 
Publishers/The Sociological Review. 
Callon, M., Meadel, C., & Rabeharosoa, V. (1998). The Economy of 
Qualities. Economy and Society, 31(2), 194-217.  
Callon , M., Meadel, C., & Rabeharosoa, V. (2002). The economies of 
qualities. Economy and Society, 31(2), 194-217.  
Cayla, J. (2002). A Passage to India: An Ethnographic Study of the 
Advertising Agency’s Role in Mediating the Cultural Learning and 
Adaptation of Multinational Corporations. (Doctoral thesis), 
University of Colorado, Colorado.    
Chia, Y. J., & Lim, T. S. (2012). Keep Singapore Clean campaign. National 





Clegg, S. R. (1994). Max Weber and contemporary sociology of 
organizations. In L. J. Ray & M. Reed (Eds.), Organizing Modernity: 
New Weberian perspectives on work organization and society. 
London: Routledge. 
Cochoy, F. (2007). A Sociology of Market Things: On Tending the Garden of 
Choices in Mass Retailing. In M. Callon, Y. Millo & F. Muniesa 
(Eds.), Market Devices. 
Cochoy, F. (2012). Market-things Inside: Insights from Progressive Grocer 
(United States, 1929-1959). In D. Zwick & J. Cayla (Eds.), Inside 
marketing: Practices, ideologies, devices. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 
Coopmans, C. (2014). Visual Analytics as Art Revelation. In C. Coopmans, J. 
Vertesi, M. Lynch & S. Woolgar (Eds.), Representation in Scientific 
Practice Rvisted. Cambridge MA: MIT Press. 
Damodaran, H. (2002). Try Amul's Ice Cream And Be Relieved. The Hindu 
Business Line. Retrieved from The Hindu Business Line website: 
http://www.thehindubusinessline.com/2002/09/08/stories/2002090801
530100.htm 
Daston, L., & Galison, P. (1992). The Image of Objectivity. Representations, 
40 (Special Issue: Seeing Science), 81-128.  
Desroches, P., & Marcoux, J.-S. (2012). The Making of the Sensuous 
Consumer. In D. Zwick & J. Cayla (Eds.), Inside Marketing: Practices, 
ideologies, devices. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Dilley, R. (1992). Contesting Markets. In R. Dilley (Ed.), Contesting Markets, 
Analyses of Ideology, Discourse and Practice. Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press. 
Economist. (1991, 7th September). The purest treasure., The Economist.  
Elmer, G. (2004). A Diagram of Panoptic Surveillance. New Media and 
Society, 5(2), 231-247.  
Forbes. (2005). Attack of the Blogs: Forbes. 
140 
 
Geertz, C. (1966). Religion as a Cultural System. In M. Banton (Ed.), 
Anthropological Approaches To The Study Of Religion. London: 
Tavistock Publications. 
Geertz, C. (1973). The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays. New York: 
Basic Books. 
Gervais, D. (2014). Food Court: Design Media Publishing. 
Ghani, A. (2011). A Recipe for Success: How Singapore Hawker Centres 
Came to Be. Institute of Policy Studies Series: Success Matters. 
Retrieved from: http://lkyspp.nus.edu.sg/ips/wp-
content/uploads/sites/2/2013/08/AG_history-of-hawkers_010511.pdf 
Gillespie, M. (1995). Television, Ethnicity, and Cultural Change. London: 
Routledge.Hodkinson. 
Gould, J. (1912). Advertising As a University Subject, Printers' Ink, p. 2.  
Grandclement, C., & Gaglio, G. (2012). Convoking the Consumer in Person: 
The Focus Group Effect. In D. Zwick & J. Cayla (Eds.), Inside 
marketing: Practices, ideologies, devices. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 
Haoxiang, C. (2013, 25th November 2013). Anti-establishment element 
inherent in new media: PM Lee, The Business Times. Retrieved from 
http://news.asiaone.com/news/singapore/anti-establishment-element-
inherent-new-media-pm-lee 
Harman, G. (2009). Prince of Networks: Bruno Latour and Metaphysics. 
Melbourne: re.press. 
Hodkinson, P. (2002). Goth: Identity, Style and Subculture. London: Oxford. 
Hopkins, C. (2007). Scientific Advertising. New York: Cosimo. 
IDA. (2012). Infocomm Technology Roadmap 2012: Social Media. 
Singapore: Info-communications Development Authority of Singapore 
(IDA). 




Jonassen, C. T. (1959). Contributions of Sociology to Marketing. Journal of 
Marketing, 24, 29-35.  
Jones, D. (2005). In Conversation with Bruno Latour: Historiography of 
“Science in Action”. MITOPENCOURSEWARE. MIT.  Retrieved 
from http://www.mitocw.espol.edu.ec/courses/science-technology-and-
society/sts-310-history-of-science-fall-2005/assignments/paper2.pdf 
Kaiser, D. (1998). A Mannheim for All Seasons: Bloor, Merton, and the Roots 
of the Sociology of Scientific Knowledge. Science in Context, 11(1), 
51-87.  
Kietzmann, J., Hermkens, K., McCarthy, I. P., & Silvestre, B. S. (2011). 
Social Media? Get Serious! Understanding the Functional Building 
Blocks of Social Media. Business Horizons, 54, 241-251. 
Knorr Cetina, K. (1981). The Manufacture of Knowledge: An Essay on the 




Knorr Cetina, K. (1995). Laboratory studies: The cultural approach to the 
study of science. In S. Jasanoff, G. Markle, J. Petersen & T. Pinch 
(Eds.), Handbook of science and technology studies (pp. 140 - 167). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 
Kotler, P. (1972). A generic concept of marketing. Journal of Marketing, 36, 
45-54.  
Kubrick, S. (Writer). (1968). 2001: A Space Odyssey. In S. Kubrick 
(Producer): Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. 
Kuhn, T. S. (1962). The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press. 
Lai, A. E. (2010). The Kopitiam in Singapore:An Evolving Story about 
Migration and Cultural Diversity. Asia Research Institute Working 
Paper Series No. 132. 
https://inetapps.nus.edu.sg/ari/docs/wps/wps10_132.pdf 
Latour, B. (1987). Science in Action. Cambridge, MA: Havard University 
Press. 
Latour, B. (1988). The Prince For Machine as Well as for Machinations. In B. 
Elliot (Ed.), Technology and Social Process. Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press. 
Latour, B. (2003). SCIENCE IN ACTION: How to follow scientists and 
engineers through society. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press. 
Latour, B., & Woolgar, S. (1986). Laboratory Life: The Construction of 
Scientific Facts. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press. 
Lee, K. Y. (2000). From Third World to First: The Singapore Story: 1965-
2000. Singapore: Singapore Press Holdings. 
Lezaun, J. (2007). A market of opinions: The political epistemology of focus 
groups. The Sociological Review, 55, 130–151.  
Lie, J. (1997). Sociology of Markets. Annual Review of Sociology, 23, 341-
360.  
Lien, M. E. (1997). Marketing & Modernity. Oxford, GBR: Berg Publishers. 
Lynch, M. (1985). Art and Artifact in Laboratory Science: A Study of Shop 
Work and Shop Talk in a Research Laboratory. London: Routledge 
and Kegan Paul. 
Lyons, D. (2005, 14th November ). Attack of the Blogs. Forbes. 
Madway, G. (2010, 14th September). Twitter remakes website, adds new 
features, Reuters. Retrieved from 
http://www.reuters.com/article/2010/09/15/us-twitter-website-
idUSTRE68E02620100915 
Malefyt, T. D. D., & Moeran, B. (2003). Advertising Cultures. New York: 
Berg. 
Mannheim, K. (1936). Ideology and Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology 
of Knowledge (L. Wirth & E. Shils, Trans.). New York: Harcourt, 
Brace & World, Inc. 
Merton, R. K. (1973). The Sociology of Science: Theoretical and Empirical 
Investigations. Chicago: Chicago University Press. 
Mills, C. W. (1969). The Sociological Imagination. London; New York: 
Oxford University Press. 
142 
 
Mirowski, P., & Nik-Khah, E. (2007). Markets Made Flesh: Callon, 
Performativity and a Problem in Science Studies, Augmented with 
Consideration of the FCC Auctions. In D. MacKenzie, F. Muniesa & 
L. Siu (Eds.), Do Economists Make Markets? On the Performativity of 
Economics (pp. 190-225). Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 
Pearce, D. W. (1986). The MIT Dictionary of Modern Economics (3rd ed.). 
Cambridge MA: MIT Press  
Pinch, T. J., & Bijker, W. E. (1987). The Social Construction of Facts and 
Artefacts: or How the Sociology of Science and the Sociology of 
Technology might Benefit Each Other. In W. E. Bijker, T. P. Hughes 
& T. J. Pinch (Eds.), The Social Construction of Technological 
Systems. Cambridge MA: MIT Press. 
Pittigrew, A., & Whipp, R. (1992). Managing Change for Competitive 
Success. Oxford: Blackwell. 
Prahalad, C. K. (2005). The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid. Upper 
Saddle River, NJ: Wharton Business School Publishing. 
Pridmore, J., & Lyon, D. (2012). Marketing as Surveillance; Assembling 
Consumers as Brands. In D. Zwick & J. Cayla (Eds.), Inside 
marketing: Practices, ideologies, devices. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 
Pridmore, J., & Zwick, D. (2011). Editorial: Marketing and the rise of 
commercial consumer surveillance. Surveillance & Society, 8, 269-
277.  
Qualman, E. (Producer). (2015). Social Media Revolution 2015. [Youtube 
Video] Retrieved from 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jottDMuLesU 
Reich, R. B. (1991). The Work of Nations. London: Simon and Schuster. 
Roosth, S., & Silbey, S. (2008). Science and Technology Studies: From 
Controversies to Post-Humanist Social Theory. In B. S. Turner (Ed.), 
Forthcoming, Blackwell Companion to Social Theory: Blackwell. 
Retrieved from 
http://web.mit.edu/ssilbey/www/pdf/roosth_silbey_sts_theory.pdf. 
Schultze, Q. J. (1982). "An Honorable Place": The Quest for Professional 
Advertising Education, 1900-1917. The Business History Review, 
56(1), 17.  
Scott, W. D. (1903). The Theory and Practice of Advertising. Boston: Small, 
Maynard and Company. 
Scott, W. D. (1909). The Psychology of Advertising. London: Sir Isaac Pitman 
and Sons. 
Scott, W. D. (1917). The Psychology of Advertising: A Simple Exposition of 
the Principles of Psychology in their Relation to Successful 
Advertising. Boston: Small, Maynard and Co. 
Sheetz-Runkle, B. (2014). The Art of War for Small Business: Defeat the 
Competition and Dominate the Market with the Masterful Strategies of 
Sun Tzu. New York: Amacom 
Simakova, E. (2013). Marketing Technologies: Corporate Cultures and 
Technological Change. New York: Routledge.  
143 
 
Simakova, E., & Neyland, D. (2008). Marketing Mobile Futures: Assembling 
Constituencies and Creating Compelling Stories for an Emerging 
Technology. Marketing Theory, 8(1), 91–116. 
Sismondo, S. (2008). Science and Technology Studies and an Engaged 
Program. In E. J. Hackett, O. Amsterdamska, M. Lynch & J. Wajcman 
(Eds.), The Handbook Of Science and Technology Studies. Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 
Sismondo, S. (2010). An Introduction To Science and Technology Studies. 
West Sussex, UK: Willey-Blackwell. 
Slater, D. (2002a). Capturing Markets from the Economists. In P. d. Gay & M. 
Pryke (Eds.), Cultural Economy: Cultural Analysis and Commercial 
Life (pp. 59-77). London: Sage. 
Slater, D. (2002b). From Calculation to Alienation: Disentangling Economic 
Abstractions. Economy and Society, 31, 234-249.  
Slater, D. (2002c). Markets, Materiality and the ‘New Economy’. In S. 
Metcalfe & A. Warde (Eds.), Market Relations and Competitive 
Process. Manchester: Manchester University Press. 
Slater, D. (2012). Marketing as a Monstrosity: The impossible Place Between 
Culture and Economy. In D. Zwick & J. Cayla (Eds.), Inside 
Marketing: Practices, ideologies, devices (pp. 23-41). Great Britain: 
Oxford University Press. 
Traweek, S. (1988). Beamtimes and Lifetimes: The World of High Energy 
Physicists. Cambridge, MA: Havard University Press. 
Tunstall, J. (1964). The Advertising Man in London Advertising Agencies. 
London: Chapman and Hall. 
Venkatesh, A., Peñaloza, L., & Firat, A. F. (2006). THE MARKET AS A 
SIGN SYSTEM AND THE LOGIC OF THE MARKET. In R. F. 
Lusch & S. L. Vargo (Eds.), THE SERVICE DOMINANT LOGIC OF 
MARKETING (pp. 251-265). New York: M.E. Sharpe, Inc. 
Weber, M. (1958). From Max Weber: Essays in sociology (H. H. Gerth & C. 
W. Mills Eds.). New York: Oxford University Press. 
Wiebe, R. (1967). The Search For Order 1877 - 1920. New York: Hill and 
Wang. 
Williams, R. (1983). Keywords. London: Fontana Press. 
Woolgar, S. (1991). The Turn to Technology in Social Studies of Science. 
Science Technology and Human Values, 16(1), 20-50.  
Yearley, S. (1988). Science, Technology, and Social Change. London: Unwin 
Hyman. 
Yearly, S. (2006). Making Sense of Science: Understanding the Social Study 
of Science. London: Sage Publications. 
Zainuddin, S., Johnson, G., & Sie, J. (2015). Appearing out of line: 
Maintaining Varied Identities. Paper presented at the CHI 2015 
Workshop Titled: Between The Lines: Reevaluating The 






Zwick, D., & Cayla, J. (2012a). Inside Marketing: Practices, Ideologies, 
Devices. In D. Zwick & J. Cayla (Eds.), Inside Marketing: Practices, 
Ideologies, Devices (pp. 3-19). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Zwick, D., & Cayla, J. (Eds.). (2012b). Inside Marketing: Practices, ideology, 
devices. Great Britain: Oxford University Press. 
Zwick, D., & Knott, J. D. (2009). Manufacturing Customers: The Database as 
New Means of Production. Journal of Consumer Culture, 9, 221-247.  
 
